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Uporaba doktrine obveznosti zaščititi v primeru preganjanja Rohingov 
Vse države članice Združenih narodov so leta 2005 sprejele doktrino odgovornost zaščititi, ki 
narekuje, da je vsaka država dolžna preprečevati zagrešitev genocida, vojnih hudodelstev, 
etničnega čiščenja ter zločinov proti človeštvu. Preganjanje etnične manjšine Rohingov v 
Mjanmaru, ki je trenutno še vedno v poteku, je dober primer za študijo delovanja doktrine 
odgovornost zaščititi v praksi. Kljub vsesplošnim ugotovitvam, da se v Mjanmaru odvija 
etnično čiščenje ter zločini proti človeštvu, ni bilo s strani Združenih narodov ali katere od 
držav članic izvedenega nobenega odločilnega ukrepa. To magistrsko delo se ukvarja z 
vprašanjem, zakaj mednarodni skupnosti ni uspelo izpolniti obveznosti, ki jih nalaga doktrina 
odgovornost zaščititi. Analiza bo pokazala, da razvijajoča se norma koncepta človekove 
varnosti v praksi še ni dovolj uveljavljena, da bi prevladala nad neorealističnimi težnjami držav, 
ki si na vsak način želijo povečati svoj vpliv in moč, in da organizacija Združenih narodov ni 
zmožna uspešno uveljaviti doktrine odgovornost zaščititi. 





Application of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine to persecution of the Rohingya 
The Responsibility to Protect doctrine was accepted by all member states of the United Nations 
in 2005 and affirms that all nations have a responsibility to prevent the commission of 
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. The ongoing persecution 
of the Rohingya, a minority ethnic group in Myanmar, presents a case study for analysis of the 
Responsibility to Protect doctrine in practice. Despite widespread identification of ethnic 
cleansing and crimes against humanity occurring in Myanmar no substantive action has been 
taken by the United Nations or any of its member states. This thesis paper analyzes why the 
international community failed to satisfy the obligations imposed by the Responsibility to 
Protect doctrine. Analysis will conclude that the emerging norm of human security is not yet 
strong enough to overcome the neorealist behavior of states seeking to maximize their power, 
and that the organization of the United Nations is not sufficient to successfully implement the 
Responsibility to Protect doctrine. 
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The world’s fastest-developing refugee emergency and a humanitarian and 
human rights nightmare. – United Nations Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres (UNSC, 2017a, p. 2) 
[The] situation seems a textbook example of ethnic cleansing. – United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein 
(OHCHR, 2017b) 
The morning of 25 August 2017 began with concerted attacks by the Arakan Rohingya 
Salvation Army (ARSA) on dozens of government installations in Rakhine state, a coastal 
province in western Myanmar (ICG, 2017, p. 6). ARSA had formed only a few years prior to 
the attacks in response to poor living conditions of the stateless Rohingya minority, of which 
many hundreds of thousands lived in refugee camps in Myanmar and Bangladesh as a result 
of previous episodes of violence (ICG, 2017, p. 1). In response to the attacks the Burmese 
government quickly began ‘clearance operations’ ostensibly designed to break up and 
neutralize ARSA. In reality, however, the military together with non-Rohingya vigilantes fired 
indiscriminately upon civilians, burned predominantly Rohingya villages, and caused 
thousands of Rohingya to flee to Bangladesh (Amnesty International, 2017a, pp. 6-9). By the 
end of February 2018 more than 650.000 Rohingya had escaped violence by crossing the mined 
border with Bangladesh, representing over eighty percent of the Rohingya population of 
Rakhine state prior to August 2017 (Amnesty International, 2018, p. 43; OHCHR, 2017a, p. 
5). The conflict in Rakhine state has been repeatedly acknowledged as ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity, both at the United Nations (UN) and by national leaders. 
Ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity are two of the four human rights violations 
which every nation has the responsibility to prevent. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 
doctrine was created in the wake of significant human rights violations in the last decade of 
the twentieth century, including the genocide in Rwanda and armed conflicts following the 
dissolution of Yugoslavia (Deutscher, 2005, p. 28). The R2P doctrine was unanimously 
adopted by the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) in 2005; in doing so the collected 
nations vowed to “protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes 
against humanity”, peacefully if possible and with collective military intervention if necessary 
(UNGA, 2005, Art. 138-139). The R2P doctrine has been invoked several times since its 
adoption, most notably to authorize military intervention in defense of the population of Libya 
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but also in Kenya, the Ivory Coast, and the Central African Republic (CAR). The ongoing 
relevance of the R2P doctrine and its importance in international relations is indicated by the 
annual letter on the implementation of R2P by the United Nations Secretary-General (UNSG) 
and the inclusion of R2P on the agenda of the seventy-second session of the UNGA (UNGA, 
2017j). 
The UN and, perhaps equally importantly, the five permanent members of the United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) have taken no action to stop the ethnic cleansing in Myanmar despite 
demonstrating continuous awareness of the scope of human rights violations. The UNGA has 
passed resolutions condemning the Burmese government (UNGA, 2017k; 2017l), the UNSC 
has discussed and criticized the human rights violations (UNSC, 2017e), and the Human Rights 
Council made Myanmar the target of its 27th special session (UNGA, 2017i). Statements by 
world leaders have shown no less familiarity with the persecution of the Rohingya. Despite the 
wealth of concern, however, the only concrete action taken by the international community to 
stop ethnic cleansing has been the unilateral sanctioning of a single Burmese military leader 
(USDT, 2017). A distinct difference exists between the rhetoric utilized against the Burmese 
government and the material actions taken to compel a change in its behavior; between the 
willingness to identify human rights violations and the willingness to stop them. This 
discrepancy is unavoidable and proceeds directly from the weak nature of the R2P doctrine. 
While it represents a nice sentiment and laudable ideological stance, the R2P doctrine’s 
inability to achieve its own objectives is made clear by analysis of its failure to stop ethnic 




2 METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
2.1 Subject 
The subject of this thesis paper is the application of the R2P doctrine to the persecution of 
Rohingya in Myanmar. Within this subject, particular focus will be placed on the intent of the 
R2P doctrine, its deployment by the UN in Myanmar in support of its stated objectives, and the 
progress made towards effecting a change in Burmese government behavior. Examination of 
the R2P doctrine’s application in Myanmar will necessarily include conflict analysis of 
persecution of the Rohingya as well as detailed explication of specific action taken in support 
of the Rohingya. 
2.2 Purpose 
The main objective of this thesis paper is to analyze R2P as a theory and in practice. This 
primary goal will be pursued via analysis of the R2P doctrine in a single case study, specifically 
that of Myanmar. Analysis of the theoretical basis of the R2P doctrine will include international 
relations theory and concepts in international law as they apply to action on behalf of the UN. 
This paper will examine the theories in international relations most relevant to development 
and operation of the R2P doctrine.  Application of the R2P doctrine in practice will require 
study of specific actions, both discursive and otherwise, taken by the UN and countries 
significant to the UNSC’s decision-making process. 
2.3 Research Questions 
The primary research question this thesis paper will attempt to answer is: did the United 
Nations fulfill its obligation, as described in the Responsibility to Protect doctrine and accepted 
unanimously by the United Nations General Assembly, to protect the Rohingya from genocide, 
war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity? 
This question will be answered by exploring three related research questions of a smaller scope: 
First, has persecution of the Rohingya in Myanmar satisfied the conditions under which the 
Responsibility to Protect doctrine was intended to be employed? Answering this question will 
require detailed explication of the intent of the R2P doctrine, including examination of the legal 
meanings of the four criteria for its application: genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and 
crimes against humanity. Equally important is analysis of the Rohingya’s persecution to date 
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and the degree to which that information has been made available to decision-making bodies 
of the UN, primarily the UNSC. Comparing the two analyses will produce a clear answer as to 
whether persecution of the Rohingya exceeded the threshold of action under the aegis of the 
R2P doctrine. 
Second, has action taken by the United Nations or organizations authorized by the United 
Nations to act on its behalf met the intent of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine? Resolution 
of this question will proceed from comparing the stated intent of the R2P doctrine against 
examination of the consequences of actions by the international community. The actions of the 
UN and other international institutions will be considered in light of what consequences could 
reasonably have been expected. 
Third, does the neorealist approach to international relations provide for the Responsibility to 
Protect doctrine in its current iteration to fulfill its stated goals? If the R2P doctrine was unable 
to achieve its goal of protection from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes 
against humanity in the case of the Rohingya, it follows that the R2P doctrine is in some way 
deficient, either in its construction, execution, or enforcement. The obstacles to carrying out 
the R2P doctrine when its conditions are met may be theoretical in nature; if this is the case, 
the doctrine may need to be substantially altered to promote future success. Analysis of specific 
failures in the doctrine’s application to persecution of the Rohingya as well as other R2P case 
studies, both successful and otherwise, will identify these deficiencies. 
2.4 Methodology 
The research methodology used in this paper will be qualitative in nature. A qualitative 
approach is suitable for analyzing social and human problems and interpreting the meaning of 
collected data, whereas a quantitative approach “is a means for testing objective theories by 
examining the relationship among variables” (Creswell, 2009, p. 4). As there is an 
insufficiently long history of R2P in practice, too little data is available for a quantitative 
analysis. A mixed methods analysis is therefore also inapplicable to this research project.  
Data collection will occur primarily through document analysis. The central research question 
of this paper, as well as the three smaller research questions referenced above, are concerned 
with government policy. As such, the most suitable material for analysis are primary 
government documents; because R2P is intended to shape the behavior of the international 
community via the UN, documents from UN bodies provide the bulk of material for analysis 
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in this paper. Primary government documents from sources other than the UN will be used as 
important supplements considering the still-dominant importance of the foreign policies of 
individual nations and regional organizations on international affairs. At both the international 
and national level, official government documents will be the preferred material. When no 
official record exists or is unavailable in English, media coverage will be used. Non-
government documents will be used where government documents provide inadequate support 
for an argument and published academic work will be used to examine the subject’s theoretical 
background as well as support inferences about obstacles to executing the R2P doctrine.  
The first research question will include analysis of the magnitude of events in Myanmar as well 
as the range of situations for which the R2P doctrine is intended. Source material for 
examination of events in Myanmar will be primarily reports and press releases from UN 
organizations, such as the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
and office of the UNSG. Where primary UN documents contain insufficient detail, reporting 
by non-governmental organizations which collaborate with the UN, such as Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch, will be used as well. Analysis of reports from these 
two categories of sources will produce a conclusion as to what has occurred to the Rohingya 
in Myanmar. In order to effectively answer whether those events fall under the scope of R2P, 
a comparative analysis of conflicts leading to and since the adoption of R2P will attempt to 
delimit the range of humanitarian crises for which R2P was intended. This section of the paper 
will also study the extent to which the UN and specifically the five permanent members of the 
UNSC have been aware of the events experienced by the Rohingya by analyzing debate at UN 
organizations, such as the UNGA and UNSC, as well as statements made by individual 
government representatives. The question of whether defense of the Rohingya should 
reasonably have been undertaken by the international community can then be answered. 
The second research question will involve analyzing the mechanisms of the R2P doctrine. This 
will rely on primary documents describing R2P and its ideal execution, specifically documents 
central to the doctrine’s founding and the UNSG’s annual report on its implementation. Study 
of what actions have been taken will combine press releases and reports of the UN and its 
individual members as well as commercial news reporting. Though government documents are 
preferred, commercial media will be used when government documents inadequately describe 
the scope of actions taken or when these documents are unavailable. After establishing what 
the desired international response under the R2P doctrine should have been, and comparing it 
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against the totality of the actual response to date, whether the R2P doctrine has been satisfied 
in this case can be answered. 
The third research question will analyze the official positions and records of the five permanent 
members of the UNSC in order to evaluate the degree to which these states act in favor of 
strategic instead of humanitarian interests. The primary source material will be records of 
UNSC meetings and remarks by respective countries’ representatives. Other primary 
government documents will be used to support this analysis, such as remarks by representatives 
of other states and the UNSG. Finally, analysis of the UNSC in academic literature will support 
conclusions about the inherent nature of international relations in that decision-making body. 
A conclusion about whether the R2P doctrine can reasonably be expected to operate as intended 









3 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
In the final analysis, human security is a child who did not die, a disease that 
did not spread, a job that was not cut, an ethnic tension that did not explode in 
violence, a dissident who was not silenced. Human security is not a concern 
with weapons – it is a concern with human life and dignity. – Human 
Development Report 1994 (UNDP, 1994, p. 22) 
The R2P doctrine is grounded in the paradigm shift in international relations and security 
studies towards human security. International relations prior to the end of the twentieth century 
was split into two schools. The first, realism, holds that relations between sovereign nations 
are inherently anarchic; conflict can be avoided only by balancing opposing interests 
(Morgenthau, 2011, p. 118). Liberalism, the second major school of international relations, 
maintains that international politics is not innately conflictual and can be peaceful with 
sufficient international cooperation and norms (Morgan, 2013, pp. 28-29). These two security 
theories produce widely different prescriptions for how a state should craft its security policy. 
They are also, however, very similar in that the answers they provide do not examine the 
original question; both theories take the state as the referent object and therefore are primarily 
concerned with a traditional understanding of national security. The parallel processes of 
deepening, extending the subject of security studies to new referent objects, and broadening, 
including nontraditional issues in a larger security agenda, are gradually eroding the primacy 
of realism and liberalism in security studies (Booth, 2007, pp. 150-162). 
3.1 Human security 
Human security is one of the products of deepening and broadening within international 
relations (Kerr, 2013, p. 104). Security had historically been understood as the domain of the 
state, maintained by the state for the benefit of the state, and conceptualized principally as 
defense against external threats (MacFarlane & Khong, 2006, p. 1). A shift away from primacy 
of the state and towards recognition of individual rights was evident during the Cold War, in 
the last half of the twentieth century, but gained renewed importance in the 1990s from 
increasingly visible internal conflicts (MacFarlane & Khong, 2006, pp. 107-132). The theory 
of human security was introduced by the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) 
Human Development Report 1994 (HDR) as a reaction to the declining specter of total war and 
the increasing value of humanitarian operations. The HDR rejected the enduring link between 
security and national borders in favor of the individual citizen as the referent object (UNDP, 
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1994, p. 3). With a deeper security focus came recommendations for a broader security agenda; 
the HDR proposed a theory encompassing economic security, food, health, the environment, 
personal security, community security, and political security (UNDP, 1994, pp. 24-25). This 
conception of security prioritized freedom from fear and freedom from want (UNDP, 1994, p. 
3). As well as establishing a theoretical framework, the HDR directly addressed the substance 
of the future R2P doctrine: “Four situations would appear to warrant international intervention: 
(1) mass slaughter of the population by the state, (2) decimation through starvation or the 
withholding of health or other services, (3) forced exodus and (4) occupation and the denial of 
the right to self-determination” (UNDP, 1994, p. 57).  
The idea of a security theory centered on the individual gained traction in the years following 
the release of the UNDP report. A 2003 report to the UN, written after the many state failures 
and humanitarian crises of the 1990s, stressed the urgency of defining security in relation to 
the individual (Commission on Human Security, 2003, p. 2). The new theory of human security 
would complement, rather than displace, the traditional concept of state security (Commission 
on Human Security, 2003, p. 4). Like the HDR before it, the 2003 report went beyond freedom 
from violence and included “freedom from want, freedom from fear and the freedom of future 
generations to inherit a healthy natural environment” (Commission on Human Security, 2003, 
p. 4). To these freedoms was later added freedom to live in dignity, a link between the freedoms 
from fear and want (Rozborova, 2013, p. 9; UNGA, 2012, p. 2). 
Human security became a part of some nations’ declared foreign policy and a significant 
influence in debate on international issues (Booth, 2007, pp. 322-324; Kerr, 2013, p. 105). A 
group of twelve states formed the Human Security Network to advance human security in 
foreign policy, restricting their focus to freedom from fear (MacFarlane & Khong, 2006, p. 
226). Japan adopted a human security-inflected foreign policy most inclusive of the ‘freedom 
from want’ focus of the 1994 UNDP report, but saw no other states following their lead 
(MacFarlane & Khong, 2006, p. 226). Alongside explicit embrace of human security by the 
above countries, its principles were incorporated into debate at the UN. R2P relies on a human-
centric conception of security to justify violating norms of sovereignty and non-interference 
(M. Martin & Owen, 2010, pp. 212-213). Although the initial wave of support for an 
individual-based foreign policy waned quickly, the core concepts have found new purchase in 
security thought within the UN and European Union (M. Martin & Owen, 2010, pp. 216-217). 
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The theory of human security has attracted ideological debate and criticism. An important 
question in human security is what it should include. A narrow interpretation of human security 
argues it is best to focus solely on freedom from violence (Kerr, 2013, p. 106). Criticism of the 
expansive reach of a broad interpretation of human security, such as that espoused by the 1994 
UNDP report, declares such a definition “is so broad that it is difficult to determine what, if 
anything, might be excluded from the definition of human security” (Paris, 2001, p. 90). The 
broad approach to human security securitizes any threat to the individual, including poverty, 
disease, and environmental degradation (Newman, 2010, p. 81). The large number of policy 
areas in which human security concerns itself, potentially unlimited, is made more intractable 
without a consensus on which category of security risk is most important or pressing (Prezelj, 
2008, p. 19). The narrow approach to human security is better represented by the R2P doctrine, 
a security policy focused on the individual but with extremely limited scope of application (M. 
Martin & Owen, 2010, p. 215). Closely related to this argument is the claim that human security 
as a theory is too vague to offer true policy advice and is thus broadly appealing without 
specifically providing solutions to contemporary problems (Booth, 2007, pp. 322-323). A 
second criticism levelled at human security is that it is merely business as usual. The focus on 
the individual is used as a manner for stronger states to exert soft power within weaker states, 
or for political leaders to justify a wide range of foreign policy actions under an ill-defined 
commitment to individual security (Booth, 2007, pp. 324-327). Rhetoric in justification of the 
2003 United States invasion of Iraq is held as an example of such overreach (Kerr, 2013, p. 
113). Despite the academic debate and criticism of human security, true of every established 
theory in international relations, its importance is shown clearly by its inclusion at high levels 
of national and world governance. 
3.2 Realism and neorealism in human security 
Though the changing attitudes in international relations towards human security are promising, 
the traditional principles of realism are still dominant. Human security, although presented as 
a supplement to state security, soon after its founding began to be considered as a public good 
to which all people are entitled (Tadjbakhsh & Chenoy, 2007, p. 186). By 2003 responsibility 
for its implementation and enforcement was “lodged in separate parts of the UN and related 
bodies” (Commission on Human Security, 2003, p. 130). Such an ideological development was 
important because it placed a responsibility on the international community. Without 
international pressure, the tenets of human security will likely be realized only by those 
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countries who would already have done so. States intent on violating their own citizens’ human 
rights will not be deterred simply by the language of human security; only determined action 
by the international community can achieve that. International and regional organizations as 
yet remain wholly dependent on the will of states to enforce decisions, and as a result the 
success of human security in practice will be contingent on the behavior of individual states 
(Thakur, 2006, p. 27). The successful adoption of human security would have to be predicated 
on it being a part of states’ national interests. Human security relies upon the political will and 
support of individual states for its preservation, and therefore analysis of the degree to which 
individual states align themselves with or in opposition to the tenets of human security is of 
primary importance.  
3.3 Analytical framework 
That states behave rationally, and therefore according to some more or less complex set of 
rules, is the foundation of international relations as a social science (Glaser, 2010, pp. 2-3). 
“Foreign policy is pursued by rational men who pursue certain rational interests with rational 
means” (Morgenthau, 1954). Even allowing that states may act suboptimally at times, or 
completely irrationally, does not diminish the value of a rational theory of optimal behavior 
(Glaser, 2010, pp. 3-6). Human security has been useful in deepening and broadening the reach 
of contemporary security studies. It has successfully focused attention on subnational issues 
previously ignored by students and practitioners of international relations. As beneficial as the 
emergence of human security has been, however, it does not provide practicable guidelines for 
state behavior (King & Murray, 2001, pp. 591-592). The much more narrowly focused R2P 
doctrine is easier to circumscribe within a defined foreign policy but still requires integration 
into an existing theory of international relations. 
The most accurate and complete theoretical framework from which to analyze action under 
R2P is offered by neorealism. At its simplest, the international environment is an ungoverned 
arena in which “each state plots the course it thinks will best serve its interests” (Waltz, 1979, 
p. 113). The state is the highest (and only relevant) form of power exercisable for a people’s 
interests; international organizations may exist and hold power, but as they are contingent on 
the participation of their member states, they carry no greater weight than treaties or alliances. 
International relations in a world in which international authority is nonexistent or too weak to 
provide an adequate level of security can be peaceful or violent, but above all “states need to 
rely on their own capabilities to achieve their international goals” (Glaser, 2013, p. 14). 
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Neoliberalism, the foil to neorealism in contemporary international relations, provides an 
alternative explanation for why states cooperate. Cooperation is inherently beneficial and can 
be just as rational a choice as dispassionate calculation of one’s own interests (Keohane, 1984, 
pp. 65-78). This may suffice as an explanation for states’ motivations to sign trade agreements, 
or in accepting the R2P doctrine, but does not adequately explain behavior of states at the UN.  
The interaction and behavior of states at the UN is characterized above all by pursuit of strategic 
interests. The UNGA is democratic and allows participation by all nations but is unable to 
instigate international action. The UNSC, while empowered with the ability to authorize both 
military and non-military action, relies on each of its five permanent members concurring with 
the resolution presented. The five have historically rejected attempts to reduce their power to 
pursue their strategic interests within the UNSC. Finally, any action authorized by the UNSC 
must still be carried out by individual states, who are not legally obligated to participate 
(Glennon, 2003, p. 22). A hypothetical military intervention to stop genocide must pass the 
UNSC without a veto by the five permanent members and must then find states willing to 
provide sufficient military and economic resources. The UNSC, unfortunately, has a poor 
record of acting apart from its permanent members’ strategic interests (Glennon, 2003, p. 26). 
Members of the UNSC have their own economic, political, and security interests and remain 
as divided as ever on how to ensure international order and peace (Benard & Leaf, 2010, p. 
1397). The UNSG has repeatedly called on the UNSC to refrain from obstructing decisions and 
adopt a code of conduct; in his 2017 letter on the adoption of R2P he noted increasing demands 
“that the Security Council be held accountable to those in whose name it acts: the membership 
as a whole” (UNGA, 2017h, p. 10). Nevertheless, the permanent members of the UNSC behave 
there in accordance with their own geopolitical interests, rather than fealty to principles or 
doctrines (Benard & Leaf, 2010). As no meaningful action under the R2P doctrine can take 
place apart from the UNSC, neorealism provides the most straightforward approach to 
analyzing R2P’s application to persecution of the Rohingya. 
Neorealism is less a unified theory than a framework of related concepts such as motivational 
realism, offensive realism, and defensive realism (Glaser, 2013, pp. 14-17). However as the 
demarcations between these various realist concepts are mostly intended to clarify why a state 
selects a particular foreign policy, and are not useful in describing why a state might support a 
humanitarian use of diplomatic or military power, it is unnecessary to select a specific realist 
theory (Glaser, 2013, p. 16). Instead, from Mearsheimer’s fourth bedrock realist assumption – 
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“that survival is the primary goal of great powers” (Mearsheimer, 2001, p. 31) – it can be 
inferred that states will not act in ways that do not improve their security; humanitarian rhetoric 
aside, states will not take actions that diminish their power. This paper will not attempt to locate 
a specific point on the realist spectrum from which to analyze states’ behavior within the R2P 
doctrine. A generic neorealist theoretical approach, that states act to maximize their own power 
in its various forms, will instead be taken.   
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4 THE RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT 
4.1 Development and adoption 
The principle of international concern for human rights [takes] precedence 
over the claim of non-interference in internal affairs. – United Nations 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan (UNSG, 1998) 
The idea that states might have a responsibility to populations other than their own began to 
gain currency after the Second World War. Humanitarian intervention was not then a new 
concept, having been debated for centuries; the novelty was that a state might be obligated to 
intervene diplomatically or with force even against their own national interest (Heraclides & 
Dialla, 2015, pp. 2-3). The 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 
of Genocide, for example, established a duty on the part of all nations party to the treaty to 
prevent genocide; that this duty extended to preventing genocide occurring in other nations was 
upheld by subsequent practice (Asikainen, 2011, p. 13; Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, Art. 1). Nevertheless, prior to the 1990s there were few 
historical examples of true humanitarian interventions, executed solely for humanitarian 
motives (Heraclides & Dialla, 2015, p. 3).  
Development of what would become the R2P doctrine was triggered by the humanitarian crises 
of the 1990s, such as the conflicts in Somalia, Rwanda, and Bosnia (Deutscher, 2005, p. 28), 
and grounded in the theory of human security then gaining popularity. In September 1999 the 
UNSG responded in his annual report to the UNGA, labeling “the inability of the international 
community in the case of Kosovo to reconcile these two equally compelling interests – 
universal legitimacy and effectiveness in defense of human rights” as a tragedy (UNGA, 
1999b). His report included four principles of humanitarian intervention: a broad definition of 
intervention, that national interest often obstructs intervention, reliance on the UNSC for 
legitimacy, and the importance of post-conflict stabilization (UNGA, 1999b). The UNSG’s 
report led to debate within the UNGA on evolving norms of humanitarian intervention and the 
release of a UN report on preventing humanitarian crises (UNGA, 1999a). He continued 
discussing the moral case for humanitarian intervention in a March 2000 report to the UNGA 
(UNGA, 2000b, pp. 31-34). In September 2000, in response to the UNSG’s calls for a coherent 
framework of humanitarian intervention, Canada announced the formation of the International 
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) (ICISS, 2001; UNGA, 2000a). 
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The R2P doctrine was defined by the report of the same name published by the ICISS in 2001. 
According to the new doctrine, the primary responsibility for protecting a state’s people 
belonged to that state; only when that state was unable or unwilling to protect its people did 
that responsibility revert to the international community (ICISS, 2001, p. 17). In those cases, 
the responsibility to protect included prevention, reaction, and rebuilding (ICISS, 2001, p. 17). 
ICISS restricted itself to circumstances involving either “large scale loss of life, actual or 
apprehended, with genocidal intent or not” or “large scale ‘ethnic cleansing’” (ICISS, 2001, p. 
32). Loss of life not attributable to the state’s actions were also included under the emerging 
R2P doctrine, thereby including natural disasters and civil wars (ICISS, 2001, p. 33). The scope 
of R2P was later restricted specifically to “genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes 
against humanity” (UNGA, 2005, p. 30). Crucially, the 2001 report did not provide a definition 
of ‘large scale’, assuming that “opinions may differ in some marginal cases, but most will not 
in practice generate major disagreement” (ICISS, 2001, p. 33). Neither did the report decisively 
specify from what sources accurate information should be obtained (ICISS, 2001, pp. 34-35). 
The R2P doctrine received additional support from the UNSG’s 2004 High-level Panel on 
Threats, Challenges and Change. In describing the international system of collective active the 
report noted “collective security institutions have proved particularly poor at meeting the 
challenge posed by large-scale, gross human rights abuses and genocide” (UNSG, 2004). That 
governments are responsible to protect their citizens, and that responsibility is placed on “the 
wider international community” when a government fails to do, was reiterated by the report 
(UNSG, 2004, pp. 65-66). Aside from adding support to the emerging R2P doctrine, the 2004 
report did little to clarify questions of policy or advance more detailed explanations of how it 
might be executed in practice. 
The R2P doctrine was adopted by the UNGA at the 2005 World Summit (UNGA, 2005). The 
doctrine’s acceptance was achieved through two paragraphs of the resolution concluding the 
summit: 
138. Each individual State has the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, 
war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. This responsibility entails the 
prevention of such crimes, including their incitement, through appropriate and necessary 
means. We accept that responsibility and will act in accordance with it. The international 
community should, as appropriate, encourage and help States to exercise this 
responsibility and support the United Nations in establishing an early warning capability.   
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139. The international community, through the United Nations, also has the 
responsibility to use appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means, in 
accordance with Chapters VI and VIII of the Charter, to help to protect populations from 
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. In this context, we 
are prepared to take collective action, in a timely and decisive manner, through the 
Security Council, in accordance with the Charter, including Chapter VII, on a case-by-
case basis and in cooperation with relevant regional organizations as appropriate, should 
peaceful means be inadequate and national authorities are manifestly failing to protect 
their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against 
humanity. We stress the need for the General Assembly to continue consideration of the 
responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity and its implications, bearing in mind the principles of the 
Charter and international law. We also intend to commit ourselves, as necessary and 
appropriate, to helping States build capacity to protect their populations from genocide, 
war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity and to assisting those which 
are under stress before crises and conflicts break out. (UNGA, 2005, p. 30) 
Its acceptance was not legally binding, in the sense that it does not constrain the decision-
making power of the UNSC, but instead represented a broad acceptance of the principles and 
values underlying the R2P doctrine (Asikainen, 2011, p. 7). The UNSC upheld the R2P 
doctrine the following year (UNSC, 2006).  
The UNGA reiterated its support for R2P in 2009 through a resolution (UNGA, 2009d, Art. 2). 
On the basis of the doctrine’s acceptance the UNSG has since 2009 published an annual report 
on its implementation. These reports discuss application of R2P in the previous year, obstacles 
to realizing the intent of the doctrine, and recommendations for improvement. In 2017 
representatives of Australia and Ghana succeeded in requesting a debate on R2P be placed on 
the UNGA agenda to advance its acceptance and usage when necessary (UNGA, 2017j). The 
lengthy debate on a resolution to discuss R2P in the future indicates the UNGA is far from 
achieving consensus on what the doctrine means and how it should be applied, even if the 
ambiguous humanitarian principles behind it have broad support (UNGA, 2017a, pp. 3-17). 
4.2 Application of the Responsibility to Protect 
The R2P doctrine has been applied selectively since its adoption by the UNGA in 2005. It was 
first invoked in 2008 following a disputed presidential election in Kenya. Violence broke out 
between supporters of rival presidential candidates; that “these camps were mainly divided 
along ethnic lines” increased the potential for and severity of conflict (Junk, 2016, pp. 55-56). 
More than 1.100 deaths and 600.000 internally displaced persons would eventually be 
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attributable to the violence (Junk, 2016, p. 56). Following the outbreak of violence, the French 
foreign minister invoked R2P in his appeals for action to the UNSC (France Diplomatie, 2008). 
The UNSG highlighted Kenya as the first application of the R2P doctrine in his 2009 report to 
the UNGA (UNGA, 2009c, p. 23). The importance of the R2P doctrine to the conflict resolution 
efforts in Kenya should not be overstated, however. The mediation team that later resolved the 
conflict, led by former Secretary-General Kofi Annan, had begun work weeks before the R2P 
doctrine was explicitly mentioned (Junk, 2016, pp. 56-57). 
Three years elapsed before the second application of the R2P doctrine. The UNSC passed 
Resolution 1970 in February 2011 in response to government-led violence in Libya and 
accusations by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) of crimes 
against humanity (Bellamy & Williams, 2011, pp. 839-840; UNSC, 2011a). The UNSC passed 
Resolution 1973 the next month, authorizing the use of force to enforce a no-fly zone over 
Libya (UNSC, 2011b). Both resolutions invoked the principles of the R2P doctrine; Resolution 
1973 reiterated “the responsibility of the Libyan authorities to protect the Libyan population” 
(UNSC, 2011b). The use of force in Libya was the first time the UN had authorized military 
force without the consent of the target government, and additionally established a precedent of 
the UNSC successfully invoking the R2P doctrine (Bellamy & Williams, 2011, p. 847). 
However, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) actions in carrying out Resolution 
1973, and by extension the R2P doctrine which provided theoretical support, came under later 
criticism for overstepping the UNSC’s mandate (Powers, 2015, p. 1258).  
Only days after the R2P doctrine was invoked to support military operations in Libya, the 
UNSC found cause to apply it again. Conflict had broken out in late 2010 in the Ivory Coast 
after President Laurent Gbagbo refused to cede power following an election. The UNSC passed 
Resolution 1975 in March 2011, by which point hundreds of civilians had been killed and up 
to one million internally displaced (UNHCR, 2011a; UNSC, 2011c). This resolution widened 
the mandate for the already present United Nations Operation in Ivory Coast (UNOCI), 
allowing UN peacekeepers to begin offensive military operations against President Gbagbo’s 
forces in the interests of protecting civilians (Bellamy & Williams, 2011, pp. 834-836). 
Justification for a broader UNOCI mandate was justified according to principles found in the 
R2P doctrine (UNSC, 2011c). Resolution 1975 represented a large step forward in the UN’s 
willingness to defend human rights; in the face of heavy criticism for abandoning the principle 
of impartiality, UNOCI peacekeepers continued to pursue human protection even to the point 
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of using force against the host government (Bellamy & Williams, 2011, p. 837). Like the 2008 
negotiations in Kenya, critics have expressed doubt that the R2P doctrine played an important 
role in either motivating or realizing an end to the conflict (Harrison, 2016, pp. 151-152). 
Following the 2011 intervention in Libya the R2P doctrine was notably absent from discourse 
at the UN, a reaction to criticism of the operations in Libya (Powers, 2015, pp. 1269-1270). 
R2P returned as an influence in 2013, but has had little effect since then. In 2013 the UNSC 
passed Resolution 2127 authorizing France to deploy military forces in the CAR, citing the 
violation of humanitarian law and the inability of state institutions to stop the violence (UNSC, 
2013c). The influence of R2P on that decision, however, as well as the ineffective nature of the 
subsequent limited military response make it a dubious example of R2P’s utility. R2P, although 
occasionally called for, has not been again used to authorize international response, military or 
otherwise, since 2011. The UN has thereby avoided taking action to prevent violence in a 




5 PERSECUTION OF THE ROHINGYA 
While all communities have suffered from violence and abuse, protracted 
statelessness and profound discrimination have made the Muslim community 
particularly vulnerable to human rights violations. Some ten percent of the 
world’s stateless people live in Myanmar, and the Muslims in Rakhine 
constitute the single biggest stateless community in the world. – Kofi Annan, 
Chair, Advisory Commission on Rakhine State (ACRS, 2017, p. 9) 
The Rohingya are a group of Muslim residents of Bangladesh and Myanmar. They number 
more than one million people, of which approximately 800.000 lived in Myanmar prior to 
August 2017 (OHCHR, 2017a, p. 5). Within Myanmar, the Rohingya lived in Rakhine state, a 
coastal province of Myanmar they shared with the predominantly Buddhist Rakhine majority 
(ICG, 2014, p. 1). Rakhine state is among the poorest provinces in Myanmar (ICG, 2014, p. 7). 
Although the Rohingya have lived in what is now Rakhine state for centuries, predating its 
annexation to Burma in the 18th century, they are considered to be illegal immigrants and have 
never been granted citizenship (ACRS, 2017, p. 18; Zawacki, 2013, pp. 18-20); the Burmese 
government insists on referring to them as ‘Bengali’ (Zawacki, 2013, p. 22). As a result, the 
Rohingya are “one of the world’s largest and most prominent groups of stateless people” 
(UNHCR, 2011b, p. 7). 
5.1 History of the Rohingya 
Rakhine state is situated on the western coast of Myanmar, between predominantly Muslim 
Bangladesh and the historically Buddhist and Burmese interior of Myanmar (ICG, 2014, p. 2). 
The Rohingya have been present in Rakhine state since at least the 18th century (ACRS, 2017, 
p. 18). Following the colonization of modern Myanmar by Britain, Rohingya immigrated from 
Bengal and found work as agricultural laborers (ICG, 2014, p. 3). The Rohingya population 
under British rule doubled as a share of the regional population, from 13 to 25 percent (ACRS, 
2017, p. 18). The changing demographics of Rakhine state led to growing tension. In the 
Second World War these tensions gave way to violent conflict between the Rakhine Buddhists 
and Rohingya; the Buddhists generally sided with the occupying Japanese against the pro-
British Rohingya (ICG, 2014, p. 3). Violence was exacerbated by the link between support for 
the Japanese and support for Burmese independence (ICG, 2014, p. 3). The British reconquest 
of Myanmar did not end conflict between the Rohingya and Rakhine Buddhists. 
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Shortly after the end of the Second World War the Rohingya began calling for annexation to 
Pakistan, then including the territory of modern Bangladesh (Yegar, 2002, p. 35). Overtures by 
the Rohingya to the future founders of Pakistan were rejected, however, and with the 
independence of Myanmar in 1948 came the beginning of a Rohingya rebellion against the 
ruling Burmese government (Blomquist, 2016, p. 97). Rebel movements supported by 
particular ethnic groups had appeared throughout the newly formed Myanmar, including a 
rebellion of the Rakhine Buddhists, so it was not until 1951 that the government could respond 
with military force against the Rohingya (Yegar, 2002, p. 38). Though the Rohingya 
mujahideen did not represent more moderate Rohingya leaders, there was no opportunity to 
oppose them, and a lack of government support for the moderate Rohingya led many to aid the 
rebels (Yegar, 2002, p. 38). The Burmese government gravely weakened the Rohingya rebels 
in a 1954 offensive and a ceasefire in 1961 ended the conflict (ICG, 2016, p. 3). 
A new armed group, the Rohingya Patriotic Front, was formed in 1974 as a result of inspiration 
from the global rise of pan-Islamism and continued dissatisfaction with treatment of the 
Rohingya (ICG, 2016, p. 4). This group split in the 1980s, with one faction becoming the 
Rohingya Solidarity Organization (RSO) (ICG, 2016, p. 4). The RSO would remain active until 
the end of the 20th century, though it largely remained on the Bangladeshi side of the border 
with Myanmar and conducted only occasional and ineffective attacks on Burmese forces 
(ACRS, 2017, p. 19; ICG, 2016, p. 4). Since the end of the post-independence rebellion in 
1961, popular support for armed resistance among the Rohingya has remained low; “they are 
generally keen to emphasize that they have participated in all the elections since independence 
and want to be seen as law-abiding citizens faithful to their country. Their moderate discourse 
is in striking contrast with the aggressive stance of certain Rohingya militants outside the 
country” (Leider, 2013, p. 247). The peaceful pursuit of citizenship has supplanted greater 
autonomy as the principal goal of the majority of Rohingya (Leider, 2013, p. 247). 
Tension between the Rakhine majority and Rohingya minority did not end with the RSO’s fade 
from relevance. In June 2012 the rape of a Buddhist woman in northern Rakhine state led to 
violence resulting in 98 dead, 5.338 homes destroyed, and 75.000 displaced (ICG, 2014, p. 8). 
Conflict recurred three months later, claiming an addition 94 dead, 3.200 homes destroyed, and 
32.000 displaced (ICG, 2014, p. 9). In both cases the displaced were almost entirely Rohingya. 
Two years following the violence almost 140.000 Rohingya were still displaced, alongside 
hundreds of thousands living as refugees in Bangladesh and other nations from violence 
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stretching back decades (ICG, 2014, p. 11; IRIN, 2014). As a result of the 2012 violence and 
subsequent displacement came the arrival of a Rohingya militant group, originally known as 
Harakah al-Yaqin and subsequently as ARSA (ICG, 2017, p. 1). The group’s initial attacks in 
October and November 2016 led to government counterattacks and clearance operations and 
an additional 66.000 Rohingya displaced to Bangladesh (ICG, 2016, pp. 6-11; OHCHR, 2017a, 
p. 6). ARSA refrained from further attacks until August 2017 (ICG, 2017, pp. 3-4). 
5.2 Contemporary conflict in Rakhine state  
The contemporary crisis in Rakhine state was sparked by a second wave of attacks by ARSA. 
Hundreds of Rohingya attacked thirty guard posts before dawn on August 25, 2017; attacks 
continued sporadically until September 5 (ICG, 2017, p. 6). ARSA immediately claimed 
responsibility for the attacks via Twitter (ARSA, 2017). According to government reports the 
attacks resulted in 15 government and 371 Rohingya casualties (RUMMOI, 2017). In addition 
to government outposts, and departing from previous policy, ARSA attacked three Rakhine 
villages (ICG, 2017, pp. 6-7). In response to the ARSA attacks the Myanmar government 
launched “a brutal military response that failed to discriminate between militants and the 
general population” and drove “more than 624.000 Rohingya into Bangladesh” (ICG, 2017, p. 
7). In the days following ARSA’s initial attack the Burmese military, in collaboration with 
local security forces and Rakhine Buddhist civilians, fired on and destroyed Rohingya villages 
in northern Rakhine state (Amnesty International, 2017a, p. 9). Survivors of the attacks report 
indiscriminate attacks on Rohingya civilians, by firearm and incineration, and have identified 
the Burmese military as a participating party in the attacks (Amnesty International, 2017a, pp. 
10-12). The military response accelerated the exodus of Rohingya from northern Rakhine state; 
by the end of 2017, 85 percent of the Rohingya in the three townships closest to the border with 
Bangladesh had fled (ICG, 2017, p. 8). The OHCHR, responding to the attacks, called them 
“clearly disproportionate and without regard for basic principles of international law” 
(OHCHR, 2017b). 
The restrictions on access to northern Rakhine state placed by the Burmese government have 
it difficult to obtain evidence of human rights violations. An investigation by the Associated 
Press found five previously-unreported mass graves, representing up to 400 deaths dating from 
27 August 2017 (Klug, 2018). The report found additional evidence of  “systematic slaughter 
of Rohingya Muslim civilians by the military, with help from Buddhist neighbors” (Klug, 
2018). Investigative interviews conducted by Amnesty International in refugee camps in 
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Bangladesh uncovered extensive support for its allegation of a “scorched-earth campaign” 
(Amnesty International, 2017a). The death toll from the violence against the Rohingya likely 
exceeded 10.000 in the month following the August 2017 attacks, including at least 1.000 
younger than five years old; the majority were attributed directly to the military (Doctors 
Without Borders, 2017). In its 2017 report, Amnesty International concluded that the Rohingya 
had been the victims of crimes against humanity, specifically: 
(1) Unlawful killings (“murder”), including through the use of landmines; 
(2) Deportation and forcible displacement, through armed attacks, killings, rape, the 
burning of buildings, looting and other acts threatening civilians and forcing them 
to flee; 
(3) Torture, including rape, beating, and rape and killing in front of family members; 
(4) Rape and other forms of sexual violence of comparable gravity;  
(5) Persecution based on ethnic and religious grounds, through burning of homes, other 
buildings and whole villages; looting; and denial or severe restrictions on 
humanitarian aid;  
(6) Other inhumane acts, including denial of access to life-sustaining provisions. 
(Amnesty International, 2017a, p. 43) 
The government of Myanmar has consistently dissimulated while appearing to support 
repatriation of Rohingya from Bangladesh. Myanmar and Bangladesh signed a repatriation 
agreement on 23 November 2017 and expected refugees to begin returning to Rakhine state in 
January 2018 (Holmes, 2017). The agreement immediately around skepticism and doubt that 
Rohingya would want to return to razed villages and without assurances of protection (Holmes, 
2017; ICG, 2018, p. 13). In addition to low expectations for refugees to voluntarily return, the 
Burmese government was prepared to accept only 300 refugees per day, a rate at which it would 
take ten years to repatriate every eligible Rohingya refugee (BBC News, 2018). By 14 March 
2018, two months after repatriation was supposed to begin, Myanmar had verified only 374 
Rohingya as eligible to return (Aung & Naing, 2018). No Rohingya, including these, have 
voluntarily returned to Myanmar since fleeing to Bangladesh (Aung & Naing, 2018). It is 
unlikely that many will, considering the scale of destruction and violence in Myanmar and the 
prohibitive conditions for repatriation established by the Burmese government. In addition 
many Rohingya have fled to countries other than Bangladesh and are thus not covered by its 
bilateral negotiations with Myanmar; significant numbers of Rohingya have arrived in 




6 APPLICATION OF R2P IN MYANMAR 
The Government of Myanmar has failed to meet its obligations under 
international law and primary responsibility to protect the Rohingya 
population from atrocity crimes. The international community has equally 
failed its responsibilities in this regard. – Adama Dieng, UN Special Adviser 
on the Prevention of Genocide and Ivan Simonovic, UN Special Adviser on 
the Responsibility to Protect (UNSG, 2017a) 
6.1 R2P should have been applied 
6.1.1 Intended scope of R2P 
The R2P doctrine as accepted by the UNGA in 2005 covers “genocide, war crimes, ethnic 
cleansing and crimes against humanity” (UNGA, 2005, p. 30). The same language is used in 
discussion of the R2P doctrine by the most recent session of the UNGA (UNGA, 2017j, p. 1). 
None of the four crimes are explicitly defined but are instead linked to existing principles of 
international law (UNGA, 2009c, p. 5). 
The definition of genocide used by the R2P doctrine is that of the 1948 Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (UNOGPRP, 2014, p. 1), duplicated as 
Article 6 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (Rome Statute of the 
International Criminal Court, Art. 6). Genocide is: 
any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, 
ethnical, racial or religious group, as such:  
 (a) Killing members of the group;  
 (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  
 (c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its  
physical destruction in whole or in part;  
 (d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;  
 (e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.  
(Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, Art. 2) 
Genocide must therefore be an act of physical destruction, rather than cultural or otherwise, 
and must be an intentional act. Only national, ethnic, racial, and religious groups are covered 
under the definition of genocide, leaving out such important identities as social or political 
groups, or socioeconomic class (Manaktala, 2012, p. 181). The most ambiguous aspect of the 
definition of genocide is the meaning of ‘in whole or in part’. A 1999 verdict by the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia established the precedent that 
“genocidal intent /…/ may consist of desiring the extermination of a very large number of the 
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members of the group, /../ [or] the desired destruction of a more limited number of persons 
selected for the impact that their disappearance would have upon the survival of the group as 
such” (ICTY IT-95-10-T, p. 26). 
The second category of criminal actions the R2P doctrine is intended to prevent is that of war 
crimes. Unlike the relatively simply defined act of genocide, “there is no one single document 
in international law that codifies all war crimes” (UNOGPRP). War crimes may refer to 
violations of parts of the 1949 Geneva Conventions, the 1899 and 1907 Hague Conventions, 
or international customary law (UNOGPRP). The Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court includes a list of examples of war crimes, including unnecessary killing, torture, and 
hostage taking (Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, Art. 8). Despite the 
indistinctly defined nature of war crimes, their applicability is limited to those actions occurring 
during armed conflict and with provable intent (UNOGPRP). Although the war crimes as 
defined in the Rome Statute can occur in either international or internal armed conflicts, in 
practice it is difficult to prove jurisdiction for war crimes in completely internal conflicts 
(Meron, 2006, p. 572). The UNSG noted in 1994, with respect to the ongoing conflict in the 
former Yugoslavia, “the content of customary law applicable to internal armed conflict is 
debatable. As a result, in general, unless the parties to an internal armed conflict agree 
otherwise, the only offences committed in internal armed conflict for which universal 
jurisdiction exists are ‘crimes against humanity’ and genocide” (UNSC, 1994, p. 13). 
Ethnic cleansing, though specifically identified as a crime “each individual State has the 
responsibility to protect its populations from” (UNGA, 2005, Art. 138-139), has not been 
defined in international law (UNOGPRP). Neither is it explicitly prohibited by international 
convention; only by considering the various acts necessary to conduct ethnic cleansing, such 
as forcible transfer of people, as crimes against humanity can ethnic cleansing be found to 
violate international law (Asikainen, 2011, pp. 21-22). According to the working definition 
presented to the UNSC in 1994, ethnic cleansing is “a purposeful policy designed by one ethnic 
or religious group to remove by violent and terror-inspiring means the civilian population of 
another ethnic or religious group from certain geographic areas” (UNSC, 1994, p. 33). The 
crime of ethnic cleansing had already been identified as a “form of genocide” (UNGA, 1993). 
Though the two crimes often overlap, the label of ethnic cleansing can be applied in many 
situations where genocide cannot (Hagan, 2009, p. 29). Genocide is characterized by the 
intention to destroy a group of people, whereas ethnic cleansing is a campaign only to expel 
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them and therefore can be applied to a wider range of scenarios and historical cases. However, 
as is also the case with genocide, intent is a necessary component of the criminal act (Hagan, 
2009, pp. 30-31). 
Crimes against humanity are the final category of criminal acts identified by the R2P doctrine. 
The criminal nature of acts in this category are “considered a peremptory norm of international 
law, from which no derogation is permitted and which is applicable to all States” (UNOGPRP). 
The Rome Statute defines crimes against humanity as a list of acts “committed as part of a 
widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population, with knowledge of 
the attack” (Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, Art. 7). The list of crimes against 
humanity includes enslavement, sexual violence, persecution, and apartheid (Rome Statute of 
the International Criminal Court, Art. 7). Crimes against humanity can be committed in 
peacetime as well as during conflict, can target any group of civilians, and require only 
knowledge of the act rather than intent to produce a specific outcome. For these reasons the 
charge of crimes against humanity has been far more useful to international courts and tribunals 
(Sadat, 2013, p. 340). Previous applications of the R2P doctrine, specifically in Kenya, Libya, 
and the Ivory Coast, have exclusively resulted in charges of crimes against humanity as a result 
of the circumstances in which the criminal actions occurred (Sadat, 2013, pp. 363-368). 
The four aforementioned crimes cover a variety of offenses, from widespread and targeted 
killing to extensive imprisonment and apartheid (Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court, Art. 5-8). Despite the UNGA resolving to “protect populations from genocide, war 
crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity”, not all of those crimes’ detailed 
offenses were intended to fall under R2P. The 1999 report by the UNSG to the UNGA 
highlighted Rwanda and Kosovo as examples of international crises requiring intervention 
(UNGA, 1999b); the 2001 ICISS report added Somalia and Bosnia (ICISS, 2001, p. vii). All 
four crises were characterized by widespread death and suffering inflicted on civilians (ICISS, 
2001, p. 1). The more limited capacity for intervention the R2P doctrine framers had in mind 
is reflected in the careful definition of circumstances suitable for military intervention: “large 
scale loss of life, actual or apprehended, with genocidal intent or not, which is the product 
either of deliberate state action, or state neglect or inability to act, or a failed state situation; or 
large scale ‘ethnic cleansing,’ actual or apprehended, whether carried out by killing, forced 
expulsion, acts of terror or rape” (ICISS, 2001, p. 32). Other possible justifications for 
intervention, actions plausibly falling under crimes against humanity, were specifically 
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rejected: human rights violations short of killing and ethnic cleansing and denial of democratic 
participation (ICISS, 2001, pp. 33-34). Increased focus on genocide and ethnic cleansing as 
well as the historical application of the R2P doctrine implies the inclusion of war crimes and 
crimes against humanity within the doctrine serves in the best case as a calculated tool to 
strengthen the ability to prosecute offenders, and in the worst case as little more than political 
theater. 
Given that authors of the R2P doctrine as well as the UNGA which adopted it clearly intended 
to prevent genocide and ethnic cleansing, there remains the question of where the threshold for 
action lies. There is no evidence of exactly what numbers were in mind when the R2P doctrine 
was written and adopted, or that such a quantitative basis existed at all (Prašnikar, 2014, p. 80). 
The four cases cited as motivation for creating the R2P doctrine – Rwanda, Kosovo, Bosnia 
(specifically Srebrenica), and Somalia – had respective death tolls of at least 500.000 
(Kuperman, 2000, p. 101), 10.000 and 800.000 internally displaced persons (Hoare, 2010, p. 
1208), 8.000 (Hoare, 2010, p. 1207), and 300.000 prior to intervention (Western, 2002, p. 113). 
Applications of the R2P doctrine since its acceptance have occurred after reaching much lower 
thresholds. At the time Resolution 1973 was passed by the UNSC, authorizing military 
operations in Libya, there were fewer than 2.000 dead and 80.000 internally displaced persons 
(Daw, El-Bouzedi, & Dau, 2015, p. 104). The numbers of dead in Kenya in 2008 and the Ivory 
Coast in 2011 were even lower: 1.100 in total in Kenya (Junk, 2016, p. 56) and less than 500 
when Resolution 1975 was passed authorizing expanded UN operations in the Ivory Coast 
(UNHCR, 2011a). The number of dead and displaced persons in each conflict is presented in 
Table 1. The sparse historical record and few pre-R2P examples indicate a lack of objective 
consensus around the threshold for action, though it was at least in 2011 below one thousand 
deaths. 
A number of crises around the world have been labeled as ethnic cleansing or genocide since 
R2P’s acceptance in 2005, but without commensurate response from the UN. Violence in 
Kyrgyzstan in 2010, targeted against the Uzbek minority, led to hundreds of deaths and 400.000 
refugees (UNHCR, 2010). A civil war in South Sudan began in 2013 and has been described 
as ethnic cleansing by the OHCHR (OHCHR, 2016). It has led to nearly four million displaced 
people (Human Rights Watch, 2018, p. 501). Violence in Syria has caused 300.000 deaths, 
displaced more than six million people since 2011, and has included the commission of crimes 
against humanity (Amnesty International, 2018, pp. 349-350). The numbers of dead and 
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displaced people, in conflicts meeting the criteria for intervention under the R2P doctrine but 
experiencing no international response, indicate there is no consistently applied quantitative 
benchmark. The threshold for intervention at any stage, before or after military force is 
required, is undetermined; the application of the R2P doctrine cannot be predicted. 
Table 6.1: Number of dead and displaced persons in conflicts before and after development 
of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine. 
Conflict Dead Displaced Persons 
Justifications for development of R2P 
Rwanda 500.000  
Kosovo 10.000 800.000 
Srebrenica 8.000  
Somalia 300.000  
Applications of R2P 
Libya 2.000 80.000 
Kenya 1.100  
Ivory Coast < 500  
6.1.2 Intended execution of R2P 
R2P encompasses three smaller mandates:  
A. The responsibility to prevent: to address both the root causes and direct causes of 
internal conflict and other man-made crises putting populations at risk. 
B. The responsibility to reach: to respond to situations of compelling human need with 
appropriate measures, which may include coercive measures like sanctions and 
international prosecution, and in extreme cases military intervention. 
C. The responsibility to rebuild: to provide, particularly after a military intervention, 
full assistance with recovery, reconstruction and reconciliation, addressing the causes 
of the harm the intervention was designed to halt or avert. 
(ICISS, 2001, p. xi) 
The responsibility to prevent includes efforts by the UN to prevent conflicts, especially those 
which may lead to violations of human rights covered under the R2P doctrine. According to 
ICISS, fulfilling this responsibility requires an early warning capability to identify nascent 
conflict, a set of measures capable of preventing conflict, and the willingness to apply those 
measures when necessary (ICISS, 2001, p. 20). The range of preventative measures include 
political and diplomatic, such as international appeals and suspension of organization 
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membership, economic, such as sanctions, legal, and military (ICISS, 2001, pp. 24-25). The 
UNGA clearly understood the value and importance of conflict prevention when it adopted the 
R2P doctrine. It specifically mentioned support for an early warning capability, agreed to take 
action “in a timely and decisive manner”, and stated it would provide assistance before conflicts 
begin (UNGA, 2005, Art. 138-139). 
In the event that preventative measures fail to avert “situations of compelling need for human 
protection”, the R2P doctrine advances to its second mandate, that of the responsibility to react 
(ICISS, 2001, p. 29). Here, too, the set of possible coercive measures is larger than solely 
military options. ICISS identifies the following as potentially useful short of military 
intervention: arms embargoes, ending military cooperation, financial sanctions, targeted 
economic restrictions, oil embargoes, flight bans, diplomatic expulsions, targeted travel 
restrictions, and membership suspension (ICISS, 2001, pp. 30-31). In exceptional cases only is 
military intervention justified. In accepting the R2P doctrine the UNGA declared itself 
“prepared to take collective action, in a timely and decisive manner, through the Security 
Council, in accordance with the Charter, including Chapter VII, on a case-by-case basis and in 
cooperation with relevant regional organizations as appropriate, should peaceful means be 
inadequate and national authorities are manifestly failing to protect their populations from 
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity” (UNGA, 2005, Art. 139) 
The final mandate under the R2P doctrine is the responsibility to rebuild. This obligation is 
activated primarily following a military intervention, and is intended to restore public safety 
and order following an assumed breakdown in the state’s own capacity to discharge its 
responsibility to protect its citizens (ICISS, 2001, p. 39). Rebuilding must include community 
involvement, provision of basic security for the population, justice and reconciliation, and 
economic development (ICISS, 2001, pp. 39-43). This portion of the R2P doctrine was not 
mentioned by the UNGA in 2005. 
Application of the R2P doctrine would in theory appear as a set of coercive measures, gradually 
increasing in severity, emanating from the UNGA and UNSC against a state in dereliction of 
its responsibility to protect its population. The first reports of human rights violations would 
activate a UN early warning network, provoking a response intended to prevent conflict 
(UNGA, 2009c, p. 8). Continued human rights violations would elicit increasingly stringent, 
but peaceful, measures (ICISS, 2001, p. 29). Conflicts leading to genocide or ethnic cleansing 
and which are not stopped by peaceful measures would necessarily lead to authorization of 
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military force by the UNSC (UNGA, 2009c, pp. 6-7). In those cases where military intervention 
was warranted, assistance with security and rebuilding would be provided following the 
cessation of conflict.  
6.1.3 International awareness of conflict in Myanmar 
The UNSG immediately acknowledged the worsening security situation in Rakhine state. On 
25 August 2017, the same day ARSA militants attacked government outposts, the UNSG 
condemned the attacks on security forces while stressing that in responding “the security forces 
must protect civilians at all times, in line with international humanitarian and human rights 
law” (UNSG, 2017b). The UNSG’s warning against a disproportionate response was grounded 
in the Burmese reaction to similar attacks in October 2016, when the military response led to 
human rights violations against the Rohingya including indiscriminate killing, arbitrary arrest, 
torture, and sexual violence (Amnesty International, 2017b). Three days after the ARSA attacks 
the UNSG again addressed the situation in Myanmar, focusing on reports of violence against 
civilians and “the responsibility of the Government of Myanmar to provide security and 
assistance to those in need” (UNSG, 2017c).  
The first substantive acknowledgement of the growing violence in Myanmar was a speech by 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein to the Human Rights 
Council on 11 September 2017. Al-Hussein referred to a report, published by the UNHCR, of 
270.000 Rohingya fleeing to Bangladesh in three weeks (OHCHR, 2017b). In addition to 
referring to extrajudicial killings, the use of landmines along the border with Bangladesh, and 
a “pattern of gross violations of the human rights of the Rohingya”, Al-Hussein concluded the 
current situation seemed to him “a textbook example of ethnic cleansing” (OHCHR, 2017b). 
The High Commissioner for Human Rights’ speech indicated that at least the OHCHR was 
aware that persecution of the Rohingya had risen above the threshold of action under the R2P 
doctrine. 
The 72nd session of the UNGA recognized the growing violence in Myanmar on 19 September 
2017, in its third meeting (UNGA, 2017b). The UNSG referred to “the dramatic escalation of 
sectarian tensions in Myanmar’s Rakhine state” and called for the end of military operations 
and citizenship for the Rohingya (UNGA, 2017b). In response, President of Nigeria 
Muhammadu Buhari called the actions against the Rohingya “ethnic cleansing”, “a state-
backed program of brutal depopulation of the Rohingya-inhabited areas of Myanmar”, and 
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“reminiscent of what happened in Bosnia in 1995 and in Rwanda in 1994” (UNGA, 2017b). 
Statements in subsequent plenary meetings by representatives of Turkey (UNGA, 2017c), 
Egypt (UNGA, 2017d), Iceland (UNGA, 2017e), Sweden (UNGA, 2017e), Singapore (UNGA, 
2017f), and many others expressed concern over human rights violations against the Rohingya 
following the 25 August attacks. Though few countries’ representatives referred to ethnic 
cleansing or genocide, the UNGA was clearly apprised of the ongoing crisis in Myanmar. 
The Third Committee of the UNGA drafted resolution L.48, Situation of human rights in 
Myanmar, on 31 October 2017 (UNGA, 2017l). The resolution noted human rights violations, 
disproportionate use of force against the Rohingya, and complicity of the government in the 
violence (UNGA, 2017l). It additionally requested that Myanmar end military operations, de-
escalate the situation, and facilitate monitoring by the UN, but called for no action or 
enforcement by other nations or international bodies. Resolution L.48 was accepted by the 
Third Committee on 16 November, but despite the purely discursive nature of the Committee’s 
resolution it was still voted against by ten states, including China and the Russian Federation 
(UNGA, 2017m). As a result of the Third Committee’s resolution, the UNGA adopted 
Resolution 248 on 24 December 2017. Resolution 248 was worded identically as the earlier 
committee resolution L.48, and passed despite the same ten countries voting against (UNGA, 
2017g; UNGA, 2017k). A representation of the voting record on resolution L.48 is given in 
Figure 6.1. 
Figure 6.1. Voting record on resolution L.48. Countries voting for the resolution are marked 




The UNSC was informed equally quickly of the events in Myanmar. The UNSG addressed a 
letter to the President of the UNSC on 2 September 2017, warning of an impending 
humanitarian catastrophe and citing indiscriminate violence against civilians (UNSC, 2017d). 
In a reference to the R2P doctrine the letter stated “the international community has a 
responsibility to undertake concerted efforts to prevent further escalation of the crisis” (UNSC, 
2017d, p. 2). The UNSG’s letter led to the 8060th meeting of the UNSC on 28 September, at 
which the situation in Myanmar was the sole item on the meeting’s agenda (UNSC, 2017a). 
Events in Rakhine state were described as “the world’s fastest-developing refugee emergency 
and a humanitarian and human rights nightmare” (UNSC, 2017a, p. 2) Following the UNSG’s 
opening address were remarks by all fifteen members of the UNSC, including references to 
ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity (UNSC, 2017a, pp. 4-20). Though no action 
beyond plans for further meetings was taken, the UNSC was aware of violence against the 
Rohingya worthy of action under the R2P doctrine in September 2017. 
A second meeting of the UNSC was convened on 6 November to address the situation in 
Myanmar (UNSC, 2017b). The product of the meeting was a statement from the President of 
the UNSC acknowledging the mass displacement of Rohingya and reports of human rights 
violations committed by Myanmar against the Rohingya (UNSC, 2017e, p. 1). The report ended 
with a call for a further brief by the UNSG within 30 days (UNSC, 2017e, p. 3). The UNSG 
duly responded on 2 December 2017 in a letter to the President of the UNSC expressing 
concern over human rights, indiscriminate violence, and an impending humanitarian 
catastrophe (UNSC, 2017d, p. 2). His letter concluded with a call for the international 
community “to undertake concerted efforts to prevent further escalation of the crisis” (UNSC, 
2017d, p. 1). The UNSC again deliberated over the Rohingya on December 12, 2017. The 
UNSC noted an increase in refugees in Bangladesh over the previous month, to 626.000, and 
the regular occurrence of human rights violations and sexual violence (UNSC, 2017c). Despite 
“concern at continued violence and human rights violations” and a call for “accountability for 
the perpetrators of crimes”, no action was proposed (UNSC, 2017c). The next meeting of the 
UNSC, and as of March 2018 the last, concerning Myanmar occurred on 13 February 2018. A 
further increase of refugees, exceeding 688.000, was noted (UNSC, 2018). Representatives of 
the United Kingdom and United States referred to the situation in Myanmar as ethnic cleansing, 
and the representative of Bangladesh additionally noted evidence of targeted killings of 
Rohingya and mass graves in Myanmar (UNSC, 2018). Appeals for increased action on the 
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part of the UN by some representatives were not unanimous, notably opposed by the 
representatives of the Russia Federation and China. 
In addition to debate and resolutions by the UNGA and UNSC, the Human Rights Council 
convened its 27th special session on 5 December 2017 to address the situation of human rights 
of Rohingya and other minorities in Myanmar (UNGA, 2017i). The resolution summarizing 
the Council’s proceedings noted crimes against humanity, over 600.000 refugees, and the 
restrictive nature of the 1982 Citizenship Law underlying the Rohingya’s grievances (UNGA, 
2017i, p. 3). The Human Rights Council called upon Myanmar to end the violence and 
repatriate the Rohingya; calls were made to the international community only for humanitarian 
aid and development assistance (UNGA, 2017i, pp. 4-6). Characteristic of previous resolutions 
against human rights violations in Myanmar, a number of countries voted against the Council’s 
resolution, China among them (UNGA, 2017i, p. 6). Myanmar was again the subject of debate 
during the 37th regular session of the Human Rights Council. The report of the Special 
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar reiterated and supported the claims 
of human rights violations made in other UN reports (UNGA, 2018). 
The resolutions, statements, and meeting records of UN decision making bodies since August 
2017 indicate continued familiarity with the events in Myanmar. The UNGA, spurred by 
members of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, has been particularly active in addressing 
the human rights violations committed in Rakhine state. Sufficient international awareness of 
the situation in Myanmar is also evident from an analysis of national initiatives from each of 
the UNSC’s five permanent members: China, France, the Russian Federation, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. 
6.1.3.1 China 
The People’s Republic of China has remained largely silent on the subject of treatment of the 
Rohingya. The first notable reaction to the crisis beginning in August 2017 was Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s proposal of a three phase path to peace in Rakhine state 
(MFAPRC, 2017d). Minister Wang’s plan called for a ceasefire followed by a repatriation 
process for the Rohingya and greater international aid for rebuilding of the area (MFAPRC, 
2017d). The Foreign Ministry, responding to questions about its peace plan, stated that “China 
sticks to the principle of non-interference in other’s internal affairs” (MFAPRC, 2017a). On 21 
December 2017 the Chinese Foreign Ministry reiterated its support for bilateral negotiations 
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between Bangladesh and Myanmar while linking the insecurity in Rakhine state with 
underdevelopment (MFAPRC, 2017c). Successful resolution of the violence against the 
Rohingya, a label the Chinese government has avoided, could therefore be solved with a 
proposed China-Myanmar Economic Corridor as a part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(MFAPRC, 2017b; MFAPRC, 2017c). China’s representation at the UN has been equally 
dedicated to the principle of non-interference in another country’s internal affairs, despite its 
acceptance of the R2P doctrine in 2005. China opposed a Human Rights Council resolution in 
December 2017 on the human rights violations against the Rohingya (UNGA, 2017i, p. 7). In 
a statement on its position, China’s representative stated “bilateral negotiations between 
Bangladesh and Myanmar [are] the only solution to the crisis. What [is] now important [is] to 
create favorable conditions and a favorable atmosphere in order to implement the agreement” 
(OHCHR, 2017). China has continued to oppose international response to the violence in 
Rakhine state in both the UNGA and UNSC  (UNGA, 2017k; UNSC, 2018). Most recently, on 
14 February 2018 Chinese Ambassador to the United Nations Ma Zhaoxu called for patience 
and noted the situation of the Rohingya “cannot be solved overnight” (UNSC, 2018, p. 9). 
6.1.3.2 France 
France has been instrumental in applying international pressure to the government of Myanmar 
and recognizing the scope of the violence occurring in Rakhine state. A press release on August 
25, the same day as attacks by ARSA and military counterattacks began, condemned the 
violence in Myanmar (France Diplomatie, 2017a). In September Minister of European and 
Foreign Affairs Jean-Yves Le Drian acknowledged a crisis “unprecedented in its severity” and 
called for “a collective response by the international community” (France Diplomatie, 2017c). 
President Emmanuel Macron then declared the violence to be ethnic cleansing and declared the 
protection of the Rohingya a moral and political obligation (France Diplomatie, 2017d). The 
Foreign Ministry continued pressing for action in December, calling for the “end of atrocities 
in Rakhine state” (France Diplomatie, 2017b). Since then, however, the French Foreign 
Ministry has remained largely silent on the plight of the Rohingya. At the UN France has been 
active in supporting resolutions against Myanmar’s commission of human rights violations and 





6.1.3.3 Russian Federation 
The government of the Russian Federation, like that of China, has not publicly acknowledged 
the scale of persecution occurring against the Rohingya in Myanmar. Protests in support of the 
Rohingya erupted in Chechnya shortly after the outbreak of violence in Rakhine state in August 
2017; the leader of Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov, referred to the persecution of Rohingya as 
genocide (Tsarnayev, 2017). President Vladimir Putin’s response condemned the violence 
against Rohingya but maintained the government of Myanmar was in control (The Moscow 
Times, 2017). After a meeting with representatives of Bangladesh on 17 October 2017 Senator 
Kusachev promised the Rohingya would receive increased attention from the Russia (Dhaka 
Tribune, 2017). However, subsequent press releases and policy from the Foreign Ministry have 
described the violence in Rakhine state as simply a conflict between the military and armed 
terrorists, and continue to reject international involvement. The Russian foreign minister, 
Sergey Lavrov, has stated only that “it is necessary to address all issues involving ethnic 
minorities peacefully and in accordance with the norms of international humanitarian law” 
(MFARF, 2018). The Russian Federation’s representation at the UN, in concert with the 
Chinese delegation, has worked against condemnation of Myanmar and categorically rejects 
interference in its affairs despite adopting the R2P doctrine at the 2005 World Summit. 
6.1.3.4 United Kingdom 
On 2 September 2017, one week after the beginning of violence in Rakhine state, Foreign 
Secretary Boris Johnson urged peace and noted persecution of Rohingya was harmful to the 
reputation of Myanmar (FCOUK, 2017a). British Minister for Asia at the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office Mark Field referred to the situation in Rakhine state as “an absolute 
and unacceptable tragedy” in a September 2017 press release (FCOUK, 2017b). The 
government first referred to the violence as ethnic cleansing in November (Wilkinson & 
Griffiths, 2017). Britain has been an active advocate for the Rohingya at the UN in both the 
UNGA and UNSC (UNSC, 2017c, pp. 6-7). However, like France and the United States, the 
United Kingdom has actively condemned persecution of the Rohingya while doing little to stop 
it. The sole tangible consequence for Burmese leadership on behalf of the United Kingdom was 





6.1.3.5 United States 
Response to the August 2017 onset of the crisis in Rakhine state was swift in the United States. 
Resolutions were introduced, though not approved, in the Senate on September 7 (S. Res. 250, 
2017) and the House of Representatives on September 14 (H.R. Res. 528, 2017). A letter to 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson from 21 senators urged action to stop the violence and noted 
“credible allegations” of genocide (Cardin et al., 2017). President Donald Trump referred to 
atrocities in Myanmar on November 14 (Diamond, 2017), and Secretary Tillerson declared 
persecution of the Rohingya to be ethnic cleansing in a call for action on November 22 
(USDOS, 2017a). A concurrent resolution condemning the violence against civilians in 
Myanmar and calling for increased sanctions on military leaders passed the House of 
Representatives on December 6 with 423 votes for and only 3 against (H.R. Con. Res. 90, 
2017). On 2 February 2018 the Senate Foreign Relations Committee approved the Burma 
Human Rights and Freedom Act of 2018; the bill includes accusations of ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity (S. 2060, 2018). Along with domestic efforts to place greater pressure 
on the Burmese government and military, the United States has supported UN resolutions 
against Myanmar in both the UNGA and UNSC. 
6.1.4 Criteria for taking action was met 
Abundant evidence is available of gross violations of human rights committed against the 
Rohingya by government forces in Myanmar. Investigative reports have uncovered mass 
killing and evidence of a campaign of ethnic cleansing (Amnesty International, 2017a; Doctors 
Without Borders, 2017; Klug, 2018). Aside from evidence gathered and reported by non-
governmental organizations it is apparent from statements by United Nations organizations and 
their members that intervention was justified by the scale of violence in Rakhine state. 
Myanmar has been censured over its conduct against the Rohingya on multiple occasions in 
both the General Assembly and the Security Council (UNGA, 2017b; UNGA, 2017i; UNGA, 
2017k; UNSC, 2017a; UNSC, 2018). The OHCHR has declared ethnic cleansing is taking 
place in Myanmar (OHCHR, 2017b). The Secretary-General has expressed grave concern over 
the scale of human rights violations occurring against the Rohingya (UNSG, 2017d). Leaders 
of the three of the five permanent members of the Security Council have affirmed ethnic 
cleansing is occurring in Myanmar (France Diplomatie, 2017d; USDOS, 2017a; Wilkinson & 
Griffiths, 2017). It follows that the R2P doctrine, specifically designed to prevent genocide and 
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ethnic cleansing, should have been applied to a situation widely regarded as meeting criteria 
for its invocation. 
6.2 R2P was insufficiently applied 
6.2.1 International action taken 
The UNGA and UNSC have released many strongly-worded resolutions and statements. The 
UNGA’s Resolution 248 expressed grave concern over the scale of human rights violations 
and called for the end of violence (UNGA, 2017k, pp. 1-3). A statement by the President of the 
UNSC expressed alarm at the humanitarian situation and called for the end of “excessive use 
of military force in Rakhine State” (UNSC, 2017e, pp. 1-2). The statement directly referenced 
the R2P doctrine, evident in the UNSC stressing “the primary responsibility of the Government 
of Myanmar to protect its population including through respect for the rule of law and the 
respect, promotion and protection of human rights” (UNSC, 2017e, p. 1). The Human Rights 
Council in a special session strongly condemned the human rights abuses and urged the 
government of Myanmar to stop them (UNGA, 2017i, p. 4). Additional statements by 
individual countries’ delegations, reports by UN human rights bodies, and comments in UNGA 
and UNSC plenary meetings have provided a near-continuous sense that the ethnic cleansing 
in Rakhine state commands a high priority at the UN. Despite the plentiful rhetoric, however, 
the UN has not actually executed any actions intended to stop violence in Myanmar. The sole 
tangible effect of the international pressure brought by the UN was State Counsellor and de 
facto leader of Myanmar Aung San Suu Kyi’s withdrawal from attendance at the opening of 
the 72nd session of the UNGA (BBC News, 2017). Yet even that minor consequence may have 
due more to internal Burmese political disputes than reluctance to face the UN (The Irrawaddy, 
2017). The totality of UN action to prevent and stop ethnic cleansing in Myanmar has therefore 
been a single instance of cancelling a visit to the UN, and possibly not even that. More action 
to prevent human rights violations in Myanmar has been taken on a unilateral or regional basis 
than by the UN, though still to an ineffectual extent.  
The United States, despite designating the violence in Rakhine state as ethnic cleansing 
(USDOS, 2017a), has responded only with economic sanctions. Since August 2017 sanctions 
have been placed on one person, Burmese General Maung Maung Soe, as a result of his role 
as chief of the military command in charge of Rakhine state; the sanctions prevent access to 
the United States financial system and bar Americans from conducting business with him 
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(USDT, 2017). This is in addition to existing economic restrictions under the JADE Act  (122 
Stat. 2632, 2008) and a unilateral arms embargo under the International Religious Freedom Act 
(112 Stat. 2787, 1998). Notwithstanding the paucity of existing American efforts to end 
persecution of the Rohingya, neither the reinstatement of broad economic sanctions against 
Myanmar nor other coercive measures have been actively pursued by the United States 
government (USDOS, 2017b); legislation to impose economic and travel restrictions on 
Myanmar is a low priority (S. 2060, 2018). Myanmar’s armed forces were allowed to 
participate in American-led military exercises in Thailand in February 2018, a further 
indication of the low propensity to pursue further measures (Meixler, 2018). 
The European Union, encompassing two permanent members of the UNSC and an important 
diplomatic partner in its own right, has done equally little to cause Myanmar to cease ethnic 
cleansing. Following months of deliberation the Foreign Affairs Council in February 2018 
invited proposals for targeted sanctions against individual military officers in Myanmar (CEU, 
2018). These sanctions will be added to the existing European arms embargo against Myanmar 
(CEU, 2018); broad economic sanctions were lifted in 2012. In addition to proposed targeted 
economic sanctions, the European Union’s European External Action Service pledged over 50 
million euros in humanitarian aid for refugee camps in Bangladesh (EEAS, 2017). Like the 
United States, the European Union and its two permanent UNSC members appear unwilling to 
undertake efforts with a sufficient impact to force Myanmar to reconsider its actions. 
Both China and the Russian Federation have resolutely opposed international efforts to 
pressure Myanmar into stopping its offensive in Rakhine state. Beside voting down 
condemnation of human rights violations in the UNGA and UNSC, both countries have been 
courted by Myanmar for their veto on UNSC resolutions. Myanmar National Security Advisor 
Thaung Tun publicly declared “we are negotiating with some friendly countries not to take it 
to the UNSC. China is our friend and we have a similar friendly relationship with Russia, so it 
will not be possibly for that issue to go forward” (Lone & Lewis, 2017). China has called for 
patience from the international community as the government of Myanmar stabilizes the 
situation and pursues economic development of Rakhine state as the most effective path 
towards peace (MFAPRC, 2017c; UNSC, 2018, pp. 8-9). Beyond economic initiatives, China 
has suggested a three-phase peace plan to be bilaterally negotiated between Bangladesh and 
Myanmar, though it has not been actively pursued (MFAPRC, 2017d). The Russian Federation 
has issued only declarations of support for Burmese sovereignty and criticism of “attempts to 
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use contradictory and subjective media reports, often hastily put together, to identify the guilty 
and condemn them” (UNSC, 2018, p. 19).  
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is the regional organization most 
relevant to the ongoing violence in Rakhine state, but has not taken any steps towards stopping 
ethnic cleansing there. ASEAN has affirmed the principle of non-interference in members’ 
internal affairs, and therefore has taken no action towards Myanmar (ASEAN, 2017). The 
Organization of Islamic Cooperation has spoken out in defense of the Rohingya and, through 
its member states, condemned the violence at the UN. However, rhetoric again has not led any 
tangible action or results (Xinhua, 2018). Other powerful regional organizations, such as 
NATO, the African Union, and the Organization of American States, have stayed largely silent. 
There has been practically zero effort expended by the international community, by either the 
UN or its diplomatically significant members, to stop human rights violations in Myanmar. 
This has occurred despite ample evidence of ethnic cleansing ongoing in Rakhine state and 
equally sufficient evidence that relevant UN and national bodies have been informed. The only 
measure reasonably expected to change the Burmese government’s behavior was the 
September 2017 promise of retaliation by Al Qaeda, a pan-Islamic terrorist group (Birsel, 
2017). The careless attitude towards an admitted act of ethnic cleansing is encapsulated by a 
Western petroleum company executive stating “the Rohingya refugee crisis had not affected 
offshore operations at all” (C. Martin & Paul, 2017). The sum of international efforts in defense 
of the Rohingya, instead of showing resolve against gross violations of human rights, is more 
likely to assure future perpetrators of such violations there will be no penalty. 
6.2.2 Comparison to previous instances of ethnic cleansing 
A list of conflicts described as ethnic cleansing or genocide and beginning after the adoption 
of the R2P doctrine in 2005 is presented in Table 6.2, along with the numbers of dead and 
displaced persons and what, if any, international response was undertaken. Only those 
conflicts labelled as ethnic cleansing or genocide by the International Court of Justice, 
OHCHR, or UNSC resolution are included. Ethnic cleansing and genocide are imprecisely 
defined terms and can be easily invoked to support political or other purposes; the politicized 
nature of UNGA and UNSC plenary debate make it unsuitable for impartial analysis. 
Furthermore, examples of ethnic cleansing and genocide beginning before the 2005 adoption 
of R2P are excluded in order to simplify analysis of R2P’s application. This excludes notable 
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cases such as Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Sri Lanka. The ongoing 
conflict in Myanmar is included in Table 6.2 for comparative purposes but will not be re-
examined. As a result of the above restrictive criteria, only three conflicts in the thirteen years 
since the R2P doctrine’s adoption can be directly compared with that in Myanmar. 
Table 6.2: Conflicts described as ethnic cleansing or genocide since the adoption of R2P. 
Conflict Year Dead Displaced Persons 
South Sudan 2013 50.000 – 300.000 4.000.000 
CAR1 2013  400.000 – 900.000 
Islamic State 2014 > 8.000 5.000.000 
Myanmar 2017 > 10.000 650.000 
South Sudan fell into civil war in 2013 following a political dispute polarized along ethnic lines 
(Strategic Comments, 2017, p. i). Though the opposing sides are not cleanly split between 
ethnic groups, the consequences of the civil war are disproportionately borne by the Dinka 
people (Strategic Comments, 2017, pp. i-ii). The three years of fighting has led to tens of 
thousands of deaths, four million displaced persons, and a high risk of famine for the remaining 
South Sudanese (Strategic Comments, 2017; The Economist, 2017). The number of civilians 
killed in the conflict is difficult to measure but estimated to be between 50.000 and 300.000 
(Casey, 2017). Despite acknowledgement by the OHCHR of ethnic cleansing occurring in 
South Sudan, little action has been taken by the international community (OHCHR, 2016). The 
UNSC responded quickly to the outbreak of violence with condemnation and an increase in the 
number of personnel assigned to the pre-existing peacekeeping mission, United Nations 
Mission in South Sudan. However, no additional concrete action was taken to stem the 
violence. An arms embargo was rejected by the UNSC in 2016 and only in 2018 did regional 
leaders begin to support sanctions against South Sudanese leaders encouraging violence 
(Human Rights Watch, 2016; Pedneault, 2018). Beyond the censure found in the UNSG’s 
quarterly reports to the UNSC on South Sudan, there is no indication that anyone will be held 
responsible for the ethnic cleansing in South Sudan. 
                                                          
1 Values for number of displaced persons are representative of the situation in December 2013, at which time 
action was taken by the UN. 
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 Peace and order in the CAR collapsed in 2013 following a coup by armed groups (ICG, 
2013, p. 1). Following the removal of the former government, the collection of armed groups 
fractured and began fighting with civilians and each other (UNSC, 2013a, pp. 1-2). The 
nominal government of the CAR, established in the wake of the coup, was unable to impose 
its authority and stop the rising violence. The UNSG’s report to the UNSC in November 2013 
noted 400.000 internally displaced persons and “deliberate killing of civilians”, though no 
figures were given (UNSC, 2013b, p. 3). Contemporaneous reports estimated more than 
900.000 internally displaced persons (Amnesty International, 2014, p. 7). In response to the 
UNSG’s report the UNSC reiterated support for the existing UN peacekeeping mission and 
authorized the African Union and France to deploy military forces as part of the African-led 
International Support Mission in the CAR (MISCA) (UNSC, 2013c, pp. 3-5). While Resolution 
2127 did not explicitly ground its authorization of additional peacekeeping forces in the CAR 
in the R2P doctrine, much of the same language was used. The additional peacekeeping troops 
were unable to prevent the security situation from growing worse, and by August 2014 more 
than one million were displaced (UNSC, 2014b, pp. 1-2). UNSC Resolution 2301 noted that 
the violence in the CAR may constitute war crimes, crimes against humanity, and ethnic 
cleansing but did not significantly add to the resources established to stabilize the CAR (UNSC, 
2016, p. 2). Though the UNSC has passed a series of resolutions intended to bring security to 
the CAR, the number of dead and displaced persons continued to grow long after the first 
attempts at stabilization were made in December 2013. 
 The Islamic State terrorist group, known also as Islamic State in the Iraq and Levant 
and Daesh, originated in al-Qaeda’s expansion into Iraq in 2004 (OHCHR, 2014b, p. 2). Only 
in 2013, however, did it begin to exert control over substantial portions of territory and 
population in the Middle East (OHCHR, 2014b, pp. 2-3). Islamic State flourished in states 
unable to resist its advance, such as Iraq and Syria. Like the armed groups in the CAR, Islamic 
State is condemned and opposed by the nominal authorities of the territory they control. At the 
height of their power the Islamic State had displaced more than three million Iraqis and 
additional millions in Syria, though the effect of Islamic State is difficult to separate from that 
of the ongoing civil war there (Crowcroft, 2015). At least 8.000 deaths in Iraq were attributed 
to Islamic State by the end of 2014; many additional thousands of casualties are attributable to 
Islamic State in Syria and to the civilians killed by Islamic State as they have been forced to 
withdraw from their former strongholds (OHCHR, 2014a). The Human Rights Council 
acknowledged the commission of crimes against humanity by the Islamic State in 2014, but 
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did not call for an international response (UNGA, 2014, pp. 2-3). In November 2015 the UNSC 
passed Resolution 2249, authorizing any willing country to undertake “all necessary measures” 
to end Islamic State (UNSC, 2015). As a result of a long list of states willing to fight Islamic 
State, the group controls only a fraction of the territory it did at its peak in 2014. 
Each of the four conflicts identified in Table 6.2 have been acknowledged as including crimes 
against humanity or ethnic cleansing. In South Sudan the international community has all but 
ignored a conflict of the same magnitude as the genocide in Rwanda, a significant part of the 
motivation to develop the Responsibility to Protect doctrine. In the CAR a willing coalition of 
the African Union and France received approval from the UNSC to deploy troops and impose 
peace, but did not provide sufficient resources to stop the conflict in a timely or decisive 
manner. Only in the case of the Islamic State was the international response unequivocal and 
successful, though several years elapsed between the group’s ascent to power and the 
culmination of concerted international efforts against it. The UNGA pledged in 2005 “to take 
collective action in a timely and decisive manner” as part of the R2P doctrine (UNGA, 2005, 
p. 30). The set of conflicts clearly meeting R2P doctrine criteria and beginning after its adoption 
is small, but indicates application of R2P is not uniformly successful and often does not occur 
at all. In both cases where R2P was applied, in the CAR and against Islamic State, support 
already existed among individual states and regional organization to intervene.  
6.3 R2P is insufficient 
The UN response to ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity against the Rohingya has 
made no progress towards stopping the violence. Despite clear and frequent acknowledgements 
of the grievous violations of human rights in Myanmar almost no political will has been 
mustered toward a capable effort to stop them. That the UN has been equally ineffective in 
preventing other recent instances of such gross violations of human rights indicates the status 
quo is ineffective. Much progress has been made toward an effective framework for global 
freedom from such atrocities, including the growing acceptance of humanitarian interventions 
trumping Westphalian sovereignty when necessary, but two problems remain to be overcome. 
The first is the lack of political will to risk lives in defense of others. The second is a structural 
deficiency in the decision-making body central to the R2P doctrine. 
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6.3.1 Lack of political will 
“Political will is needed to use the existing instruments at our disposal flexibly and creatively 
to meet the needs of the day” (Deutscher, 2005, p. 32). The collected nations of the world 
affirmed they had a responsibility to protect and would act accordingly (UNGA, 2005, Art. 
138). Nevertheless, repeated failures spanning more than a decade since then have indicated 
states routinely do not act even when fully apprised of ongoing ethnic cleansing. This problems 
stems in part from different parties holding the power to decide and the power to enforce; the 
UN relies on individual nations to enforce its decisions and mandates. The R2P doctrine 
includes a variety of enforcement measures available to individual states, regional 
organizations, and the UN (UNGA, 2009c, p. 8). However, the majority of these measures can 
only be employed by and with the support of influential states. Economic and trade sanctions, 
embargoes, and military force can only come from states willing to impose them. Despite the 
absence of a concerted UNSC response to the Syrian civil war, sanctions against the Syrian 
government have been introduced by the European Union, United States, and the Arab League; 
lack of a UNSC resolution did not preclude their action, just as the presence of one would not 
have forced China or the Russian Federation to act (Mohamed, 2012, p. 225). The success or 
failure of UN diplomacy inevitably comes down to a few outsized voices – those of China, the 
European Union, the Russian Federation, and the United States – which also exert control over 
the UNSC, the body empowered with authorizing action under the R2P doctrine. “Where the 
Security Council is united, the Secretary-General cannot possibly be an alternative focus of 
global dissent; where it is divided, he cannot be an alternative rallying point for international 
action” (Thakur, 2004, p. 70). 
Short of enshrining a legal requirement for nations to act to prevent human rights violations, 
increasing international inclination to act will require two changes to the status quo. The first 
is a growing norm not just of rhetoric in support of human rights, but action as well. Non-
military measures risk aggravating bilateral relations and weakening economic links. The 
deployment of personnel, either as a peacekeeping or offensive force, carries high costs in 
equipment, personnel, and often domestic political capital as well (ICISS, 2001, p. 70). “Most 
people are simply not that altruistic, especially when they see many intervention forces blamed 
for what such forces fail to accomplish rather than credited for the burdens they assume” 
(Albright, 2003, p. 20). Although the UN is legally responsibly to prevent violations of 
international humanitarian law, it is immune from prosecution by the International Court of 
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Justice and therefore cannot be penalized for its failures (Asikainen, 2011, pp. 51-52). A new 
norm of active defense of human rights is needed to make R2P’s aims achievable. Until a new 
paradigm of motivating states to act in defense of others is introduced, the promise of R2P will 
continue to disappoint (Mohamed, 2012, p. 226). 
The second corrective action for the existing structural deficit of willpower is transferring 
capability to act from the states to the UN. Many of the R2P doctrine’s tools cannot reasonably 
be placed under UN control; few independent states would be receptive to the UN dictating 
economic, trade, and diplomatic restrictions. A promising possibility, however, is the founding 
of a peacekeeping force without a specific mandate and legally able to be deployed at the 
UNSC’s discretion. The UNSG has identified such a proposal as a promising method to 
improve the efficacy of the R2P doctrine (UNGA, 2009c, p. 18). It is unnecessary to fund and 
equip a dedicated UN standing army even if such an endeavor were possible; rather, states and 
regional organizations could prepare trained units in advance and make them available when 
required (Boutros-Ghali, 1992, p. 93). A readily available force would eliminate much of the 
delay in establishing a peacekeeping mission, during which violence can continue and 
intensify, as well as reduce the barriers to action by the UNSC. 
6.3.2 Structural deficiency 
No less important than insufficient will to prevent and stop violations of human rights is active 
obstruction of those efforts. Execution of the R2P doctrine is unfortunately prone to such 
obstacles. The UNGA in 2005 affirmed its responsibility “to take collective action, in a timely 
in decisive manner, through the Security Council, in accordance with the Charter” (UNGA, 
2005, Art. 138); the UN Charter gives the UNSC the sole power to use military force apart 
from self-defense (Charter of the United Nations, Art. 41-51). The UNSC is made up of fifteen 
members, including ten non-permanent members serving for two years and five permanent 
members: China, France, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom, and the United States 
(Charter of the United Nations, Art. 23). All members of the UNSC have one vote, however a 
single veto from any of the five permanent members is sufficient to stop a resolution (Charter 
of the United Nations, Art. 27). 
That the R2P doctrine might be undercut by the practice of permanent UNSC members to act 
according to their strategic interests, rather than simply on the basis of a situation’s merit, was 
realized even as it was being developed (Bannon, 2006, p. 1160). The 2001 ICISS report 
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explicitly identified the USNC as operating with double standards and described use of the veto 
as “likely to be the principal obstacle to effective international action in cases where quick and 
decisive action is needed to stop or avert a significant humanitarian crisis” (ICISS, 2001, p. 
51). The 2004 High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change found the veto an equally 
significant impediment to the R2P doctrine and proposed multiple options of UNSC reform to 
reduce or eliminate its effect (UNSG, 2004, pp. 79-83). A 2015 initiative by 107 nations 
requested the UNSC adopt a code of conduct reaffirming commitment to the R2P doctrine and 
pledging “to not vote against a credible draft resolution before the Security Council on timely 
and decisive action to end the commission of genocide, crimes against humanity or war crimes, 
or to prevent such crimes” (UNGA, 2015, p. 3). The veto power in the UNSC has been used 
13 times in the past five years, including multiple uses of the veto by China and the Russian 
Federation to stop international attempts to end violence in Syria (Kenny, 2016, p. 21). The 
power to unilaterally reject resolutions is also effective at preventing them from being 
introduced at all; UNSC approval was not sought prior to NATO’s 1999 intervention in Kosovo 
on the basis that it would be vetoed, and the representative of the Russian Federation has openly 
questioned why resolutions were submitted when the veto was a foregone conclusion (Bellamy, 
2002, pp. 92-94; UNSC, 2014a, p. 12). 
It is difficult to conclusively provide evidence of states acting in accordance with strategic 
interests at the UNSC. Even prior to the growing acceptance of humanitarian principles in 
international relations, and certainly in contemporary politics, no political leader would 
nakedly state their preference for strategic power over moral principles. Instead, strategic 
behavior at the UNSC must be inferred through use of the veto power. From 2000 to 2012, the 
United States, Russia, and China vetoed resolutions 11, 7, and 4 times, respectively (Ferdinand, 
2013, p. 30). Neither France nor the United Kingdom vetoed a single resolution during that 
period. The United States more often than not votes oppositely than China and Russia on 
UNGA resolutions (Ferdinand, 2013, p. 33). The past three years have seen the United States 
veto a UNSC resolution censuring Israel, an American ally, and Russia block resolutions 
condemning Syria, a foothold for Russian influence in the Middle East. 
The most recent meeting of the UNSC on the subject of Myanmar, on 13 February 2018, 
provides examples of strategic behavior. Representatives of France, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States emphasized violence committed against the Rohingya at the hands of 
Burmese security forces. The British representative noted “even now Rohingyas still flee 
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forced starvation and continued human rights violations”, and referred to their persecution as 
ethnic cleansing (UNSC, 2018, p. 6). France emphasized the importance of protecting the 
population and putting an immediate end to violations of human rights (UNSC, 2018, pp. 7-8). 
The United States called for the UNSC to “hold the military accountable for its actions and 
exert pressure on Aung San Suu Kyi to acknowledge that those horrific acts are taking place in 
her country” (UNSC, 2018, p. 14). The three aforementioned states, in addition to 
nonpermanent members of the UNSC, specifically identified the Burmese government as the 
principal cause of violence against the Rohingya. China and Russia, however, used markedly 
different language. The Chinese representative first declared “China is a friendly neighbor of 
Myanmar” before praising the Burmese government for efforts to stabilize Rakhine state 
(UNSC, 2018, pp. 8-9). Russia condemned “contradictory and subjective media reports” and 
lauded Burmese efforts at economic development (UNSC, 2018, pp. 19-20). The two countries 
avoided mentioning human rights violations and referred only to general instability and 
violence in Rakhine state. That China, Russia, and the nonpermanent UNSC members of 
Bolivia and Peru were unwilling to acknowledge even unattributed human rights violations 
against the Rohingya suggests other than purely humanitarian foreign policy motives (UNSC, 
2018, pp. 11-20). 
The prospect for a more effective model of UNSC response to violations of human rights is no 
better than it is has been since the founding of the UN. Like the UNGA as a whole, the UNSC 
is not compelled to act (Hehir, 2011, p. 1340). Though inconsistent response to humanitarian 
crises was a primary reason for the development of the R2P doctrine, no reform to the UNSC 
decision making process has occurred in parallel with the R2P doctrine (Hehir, 2011, p. 1343). 
Unfortunately, the outlook for reform of the UNSC, which would require amendments to the 
UN Charter, is bleak. The UNSC has resisted calls for its reform since the beginning of the 
Cold War and its permanent members are unlikely to agree to a reduction of their power (Weiss, 
2003, pp. 147-151). Without restrictions on the use of veto power, either as a result of structural 
reform or voluntary adoption of a code of conduct, the “geo-strategic rivalries that have 
paralyzed the work of the Council and that have made the Council incapable of taking the 
decisions that were expected of it” will continue to thwart application of the R2P doctrine 
(UNGA, 2009b, p. 26). 
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6.3.3 Other deficiencies 
Several less important deficiencies continue to hinder effective usage of the R2P doctrine. The 
apparent consensus reflected by the 2005 World Summit outcome mask a lack of agreement 
over the scope of R2P. Despite theoretically encompassing genocide, war crimes, ethnic 
cleansing, and crimes against humanity (UNGA, 2005, Art. 138), genocide and ethnic 
cleansing are the primary objectives of prevention efforts (ICISS, 2001, p. 32). Ethnic cleansing 
is nowhere defined in international law (UNOGPRP) and only genocide is prohibited by 
international convention; war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity are 
forbidden only by international customary law (Asikainen, 2011, pp. 14-23). Though 
international custom has the weight of law, the presence of international conventions clearly 
identifying and prohibiting the four atrocities included in R2P would aid in compelling its use. 
In parallel with clearer definition of what acts are prohibited should be discussion of the scale 
of violence warranting action. The UN, and especially UNSC, reputation for erratic 
enforcement of its humanitarian values is deserved based on the difference in the magnitude of 
their violation prior to intervention. The 2008 intervention in Kenya is held as a justified use 
of the R2P doctrine, yet ongoing conflicts in Syria and Myanmar are not despite orders of 
magnitude more casualties. Greater consensus on the intent of R2P does not have to result in 
numeric thresholds or abrogation of the responsibility for informed consideration of the 
situation. The UN representative of the United Kingdom warned against “an overly prescriptive 
and /…/ overly simplistic checklist approach to action” (UNGA, 2009a, p. 7). However, a 
general debate over how many dead or displaced persons warrant specific actions under the 





In 2005 the member states of the UN, representatives of every nation, unanimously adopted 
the R2P doctrine (UNGA, 2005). In doing so they accepted responsibility for protecting people 
around the world from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity; 
they committed themselves to taking collective action “should peaceful means be inadequate” 
(UNGA, 2005, Art. 139). The R2P doctrine was the culmination of efforts to broaden and 
deepen security policy following the end of the Cold War. The UNDP’s 1994 Human 
Development Report and Commission on Human Security’s 2003 report to the UN established 
the necessary theoretical basis for a more humanitarian and human-centered policy. 
Humanitarian crises in the last decade of the twentieth century, such as those in Rwanda, 
Kosovo, Bosnia, and Somalia, gave added impetus to formation of a coherent international 
policy in defense of human rights. Since its adoption, R2P has shaped both discourse and action 
at the UN and is the subject of an annual letter from the UNSG to the UNGA. 
The R2P doctrine has been put to the test in Rakhine state, a coastal region in western 
Myanmar, since August 2017. The Rohingya made up approximately one third of the 
population of Rakhine state at that time. On 25 August 2017 ARSA launched a series of 
coordinated attacks on Burmese government outposts in defense of the Rohingya minority. The 
Burmese military response to the ARSA attacks significantly exceeded the magnitude of the 
initial attacks and was soon perceived outside of Myanmar as being driven by a policy of ethnic 
cleansing (ICG, 2017, pp. 7-8). In the first month following the attacks more than ten thousand 
Rohingya were killed and hundreds of thousands displaced to neighboring Bangladesh 
(Council on Foreign Relations, 2018). That many of the victims were elderly and children 
belied the Burmese military’s claim that it was exclusively targeting terrorists (Doctors 
Without Borders, 2017). Persecution of the Rohingya continued unabated through the end of 
2017, and resulted in more than eighty percent of the original 800.000 Rohingya as refugees in 
Bangladesh (Amnesty International, 2018, p. 43). 
Persecution of the Rohingya was quickly and widely recognized as a gross violation of human 
rights and ethnic cleansing. On 11 September 2017, seventeen days after the ARSA attacks, 
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights referred to the violence in Rakhine state as “a 
textbook example of ethnic cleansing” (OHCHR, 2017b). The UNSG called for the end of 
military operations against the Rohingya on 19 September 2017 at a meeting of the UNGA 
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(UNGA, 2017b). Myanmar’s actions and complicity in violence against the Rohingya have 
been recognized in resolutions by the UNGA, Human Rights Council, and UNSC. National 
leaders around the world have acknowledged persecution of the Rohingya to be ethnic 
cleansing, including those of France, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 
Despite widespread international recognition of the scale of human rights violations in Rakhine 
state, no credible action has been taken under the R2P doctrine in defense of the Rohingya on 
either the international or national level. Failure to fulfill the responsibility, accepted by all 
members of the UN, to defend all people from ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity is 
only the latest such failure; neither was R2P applied in a timely and decisive manner in South 
Sudan, the CAR, or against Islamic State. Although states may engage in the rhetoric of human 
security and declare themselves bound to prevent gross violations of human rights, they remain 
in an international environment best described by the rules of neorealism. “Each state plots the 
course it thinks will best serve its interests” (Waltz, 1979, p. 113).  The violence in Myanmar 
may have met the criteria for applying the R2P doctrine but the prospect of action to stop it did 
not find sufficient political will. 
This thesis paper analyzed the application of the R2P doctrine in Myanmar through three 
specific research questions intended to elucidate an answer to a broader research question. The 
first of these three is: has persecution of the Rohingya in Myanmar satisfied the conditions 
under which the Responsibility to Protect doctrine was intended to be employed? The scale of 
human rights violations and ethnic cleansing has been widely reported and acknowledged by 
member states of the United Nations. Three of five permanent members of the UNSC have 
acknowledged the ongoing ethnic cleansing in Rakhine state. The scale of violence against the 
Rohingya and the resulting flow of refugees is similar to the conflicts in the last decade of the 
twentieth century used to justify the adoption of R2P. Persecution of the Rohingya has certainly 
exceeded the threshold for action the R2P doctrine was designed around. 
The second minor research question is: has action taken by the United Nations or organizations 
authorized by the United Nations to act on its behalf met the intent of the Responsibility to 
Protect doctrine? Despite widespread acknowledgement of Myanmar’s complicity in 
persecuting the Rohingya almost no action has been taken to stop it. The UN, the body that in 
2005 unanimously adopted the R2P doctrine, has authorized no actions intended to stop or 
reduce gross violations of human rights against the Rohingya. The UNSC, as the only method 
of authorizing military intervention, has frequently debated the issue and censured the Burmese 
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government but has stopped short of proposals with any hope of influencing the situation. The 
only tangible response to the ethnic cleansing of hundreds of thousands of people has been 
unilateral American sanctions on one Burmese military leader. The intent of the R2P doctrine, 
to stop the commission of genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity 
has not been met. 
The last of the three specific research questions is: does the neorealist approach to 
international relations provide for the Responsibility to Protect doctrine in its current iteration 
to fulfill its stated goals? Analysis of how the UN, and specifically the UNSC, operates and 
makes decisions shows grievous obstacles to sincere execution of the R2P doctrine. Acting in 
defense of humanitarian values requires individual states to propose and then enforce coercive 
measures; such measures are costly and often ineffective without a large coalition of enforcing 
states. The UN’s weak ability to direct its members to take prescribed action prevents timely 
and decisive action. Perhaps more importantly, the power to authorize the most effective 
coercive action – military intervention – is vested in a small group of five nations with a history 
of acting strategically rather than according to principles. Without neutral application of R2P 
and a stronger international authority to enforce it, the R2P doctrine will continue to give 
precedence to state’s individual interests. 
The previous three questions allow a straightforward answer to the core research question of 
this thesis. Did the United Nations fulfill its obligation, as described in the Responsibility to 
Protect doctrine and accepted unanimously by the United Nations General Assembly, to protect 
the Rohingya from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity? 
Persecution of the Rohingya has met criteria for application of R2P, as UN member states 
around the world have acknowledged. However, the UN has failed to take action that could 
reasonably be expected to stop the ongoing ethnic cleansing and human rights abuses. The 
failure to carry out obligations inherent in the R2P doctrine can be attributed to the neorealist 
system of individual states’ interests dominating the weak framework currently established to 
support R2P. 
The R2P doctrine is admirable for its rhetoric in defense of human rights. Yet the norms 
underlying it, such as human security and a willingness to act for reasons unrelated to national 
interest, are not yet fully realized. R2P has manifestly failed in mobilizing the political will of 
countries to support and maintain pressure against states committing grievous human rights 
violations. The UN cannot take action without the participation of individual states, who are 
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reluctant to expend scarce political and economic resources. Equally important is that the 
current framework for international decision making, centered on the UNSC, has shown itself 
to be unsuitable for responding quickly and impartially. The five permanent members of the 
UNSC can unilaterally veto any proposed use of force under the R2P doctrine; their voting 
record shows a history of acting in favor of strategic interests vice neutral and dispassionate 
analysis. The ambiguous definitions of the atrocities covered by R2P and a lack of consensus 
over how R2P should be triggered and applied are additional hindrances on effective protection 
of all people from gross violations of human rights. The R2P doctrine must continue to wait on 
slowly changing norms and the process of UN reform before it can meet its founders’ 





Doktrina odgovornost zaščititi (R2P – Responsibility to Protect) je bila leta 2005 sprejeta s 
strani vseh držav članic organizacije Združenih narodov. Ta doktrina vsem narodom nalaga 
odgovornost, da zaščitijo ljudi po vsem svetu pred genocidom, vojnimi zločini, etničnim 
čiščenjem ter zločini proti človeštvu, vendar pa v praksi ni bila učinkovita pri zagotavljanju 
zaščite pred tovrstnimi hudimi kršitvami človekovih pravic. Dandanašnje preganjanje in 
etnično čiščenje Rohingov v Mjanmaru je tako dober primer za analizo doktrine odgovornost 
zaščititi v praksi. To magistrsko delo bo skušalo odgovoriti na tri raziskovalna vprašanja: (1) 
ali je preganjanje Rohingov v Mjanmaru izpolnjevalo pogoje, za kakršne je bila namenjena 
uporaba te doktrine, (2) ali je ukrepanje Združenih narodov ali organizacij za to pooblaščenih 
s strani Združenih narodov doseglo namen in cilje doktrine ter (3) ali neorealistični pristop v 
mednarodnih odnosih sploh dopušča uresničitev namena doktrine zaščititi, kakršna je ta v 
trenutni obliki? Glavni vir gradiva za analizo bodo uradni dokumenti držav in vladnih 
organizacij, v kolikor pa ti ne bodo zadoščali, pa bodo uporabljena še poročila in dokumenti 
nevladnih organizacij in medijev. 
Rohingi so bili etnična manjšina s približno 800.000 pripadniki v zvezni državi Rakhine, v 
zahodni obalni regiji Mjanmara, kjer le-ta meji na Bangladeš. Po več terorističnih napadih, ki 
jih je 25. avgusta 2017 zakrivila rohinska Osvobodilna vojska Arakan Rohingya (ARSA – 
Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army), je mjanmarska vojska pričela z obsežno serijo povračilnih 
ukrepov proti Rohingom. Odziv mjanmarske vojske je znatno presegel obseg in intenzivnost 
napadov ARSA in je bil v mednarodni skupnosti kmalu ocenjen kot posledica politike 
etničnega čiščenja (ICG, 2017, pp. 7-8). Preganjanje Rohingov se je brez zmanjšanja 
intenzivnosti nadaljevalo do konca leta 2017 in povzročilo beg več kot 80% od prvotnih 
800.000 Rohingov iz Mjanmara v Bangladeš (Amnesty International, 2018, p. 43).  
Preganjanje Rohingov je bilo kmalu v širši skupnosti prepoznano kot huda kršitev človekovih 
pravic, etnično čiščenje ter morebitni zločini proti človeštvu (Amnesty International, 2017a, p. 
43). Dejanja Mjanmara in njegova sokrivda v nasilju nad Rohingi so bila izpostavljena tako v 
resolucijah Generalne skupščine Združenih narodov, Sveta za človekove pravice in 
Varnostnega sveta ZN kot tudi v izjavah generalnega sekretarja Združenih narodov in Visokega 
komisarja za človekove pravice. Voditelji držav po vsem svetu, vključno z voditelji Francije, 
Združenega kraljestva in Združenih držav Amerike, pa so prav tako potrdili, da gre pri 
preganjanje Rohingov za etnično čiščenje. 
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Kljub splošno razširjenemu mednarodnemu prepričanju glede obsega kršitev človekovih pravic 
v zvezni državi Rakhine, pa v bran Rohingov v okviru doktrine odgovornost zaščititi niti na 
državni niti na mednarodni ravni ni bilo storjenega ničesar prepričljivega. Ta neizpolnitev svoje 
dolžnosti, da bodo branile vse ljudi pred etničnim čiščenjem in zločini proti človeštvu, kot so 
jo sprejele članice Združenih narodov, pa je bila le zadnji v vrsti tovrstnih neuspehov - doktrina 
zaščititi tako ni bila pravočasno in odločilno uporabljena niti v Južnem Sudanu niti v 
Srednjeafriški republiki in niti zoper Islamsko državo. Države tako sicer govorijo o človekovi 
varnosti in se zavezujejo, da bodo preprečevale večje kršitve človekovih pravic, vendar pa 
dejansko v mednarodnem okolju še vedno delujejo po pravilih neorealizma. ˝Vsaka država gre 
v smeri, ki bo najbolje ustrezala njenim interesom˝ (Waltz, 1979, p. 113). Nasilje v Mjanmaru 
je tako morda res izpolnjevalo pogoje za uporabo doktrine odgovornost zaščititi, vendar pa za  
izvedbo potrebnih ukrepov za zaustavitev le-tega ni bilo zadostne politične volje. 
Doktrina odgovornost zaščititi je spričo svoje retorike v obrambo človekovih pravic vredna 
občudovanja, vendar pa norme na katerih temelji, kot sta na primer človekova varnost in 
pripravljenost izvesti ukrepe, ki niso neposredno povezani z nacionalnim interesom, še niso 
dovolj prisotne. Doktrina je očitno spodletela pri mobilizaciji politične volje za podporo pri 
ohranjanju pritiska na države, ki huje kršijo človekove pravice. Združeni narodi ne morejo 
ukrepati brez udeležbe posameznih držav, te pa le nerade trošijo svoja sicer omejena politična 
in ekonomska sredstva. Prav tako je pomembno tudi to, da se je trenutni mehanizem za 
sprejemanje mednarodnih odločitev, ki je vezan na Varnostni svet, izkazal za neprimernega za 
hitro in nepristransko odzivanje. Katerakoli od petih stalnih članic Varnostnega sveta ZN lahko 
z vetom enostransko izpodbije vsak predlog za uporabo sile v okviru doktrine odgovornost 
zaščititi; zapisi njihovega glasovanja nam tako pokažejo dolgo zgodovino ravnanja teh držav 
v korist lastnih strateških interesov, namesto da bi delovale po principu nevtralne in 
nepristranske analize. Nejasna opredelitev grozodejstev, ki naj bi jih pokrivala doktrina zaščititi 
ter pomanjkanje soglasja kdaj in na kakšen način naj bi se doktrino uporabljalo v praksi pa sta 
še dodatni oviri za učinkovito zaščito vseh ljudmi pred hujšimi kršitvami človekovih pravic. 
Doktrina odgovornost zaščititi bo morala tako še naprej čakati na počasi spreminjajoče se 
norme v mednarodni skupnosti in na proces prenove Združenih narodov, preden bo lahko 
služila namenu, kakršnega so ji določili njeni avtorji. Na žalost pa so tisti, ki to doktrino najbolj 
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